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CHRIS BURKARD 

ADVENTURE PHOTOGRAPHER 


To capture moments few have witnessed 


you must venture where few have gone 


The road to get there may be more 


challenging, but the rewards are worth it 
for those willing to brave the journey 
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RULE YOUR TURF 

The new 2016 Nissan TITAN' has an available VB Cummins turbo diesel engine 
and 555 Ib-ft of torque: Enough to make anyone look tough, and Jim Plunkett feel 
unstoppable, Vote for the ne>rt unstoppable Heisman winner-and see more of Jim 
and the tree -at NissanHeismanHouse.com. 
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Top Four Heisman-Favorite QBs 

ESPN Insider Brock Huard sizes up college football quarterbacks who are playing like contenders for the trophy. 


Connor Cook 

MICHIGAN STATE 

It's hard to believe that Kerry 
Collins is the only Big Ten 
passer drafted in the first 
round since 1995. But if Cook 
continues to shine, that 
should change. He is college 
football's most pro-ready QB, 
with the right frame [6-4, 
220 pounds] and a big arm. 

He is outstanding on third 
down [18-of-30, 257 yards 
through Week 3] and flushes 
negative plays in a hurry, with 
only three sacks and one pick 
through three games. 


Trevone Boykin 

TCU 

Boykin looks more like his 
2014 self after a sluggish 
start to the season. Against 
an awful SMU defense 
in Week 3, Boykin had 
504 yards of total offense 
and six TDs. His fundamen- 
tals are shaky at times, 
but Boykin has TCU's 
offense in high gear. It'll 
be interesting to see 
whether defenses force 
him to take more risks 
than he should with his 
decision-making. 


Deshaun Watson 

CLEMSON 

Watson had impressive 
wins in the first two weeks, 
but he struggled in Week 3, 
throwing two interceptions 
in Clemson's 20-17 win at 
Louisville. The key takeaway is 
that he gutted it out to help 
the Tigers hang on. The good 
news: Watson won't face 
many more tenacious 
defenses in the ACC. The bad 
news: Clemson's 0-line hasn't 
been impressive. Watson will 
need to continue to elevate 
the players around him. 


Cody Kessler 

use 

The Trojans had their 
struggles in September, but 
don't blame Kessler. He's 
incredibly efficient and takes 
great care of the ball— 69 
career touchdowns against 
12 interceptions through 
Week 3. Kessler didn't cost 
USC in the loss to Stanford 
[25-for-32, 272 yards, three 
touchdowns], but he has a lot 
of work ahead of him with 
trips to Notre Dame 
and Oregon and home dates 
with Utah and UCLA. 


insider 

THE ONLY PLACE FOR EXCLUSIVE 
ANALYSIS AND CONTENT FROM 
OUR EXPERTS-AND IT'S FREE FOR 
MAG SUBSCRIBERS. HERE'S HOW 
TO BECOME AN ESPN INSIDER! 

Turn back to the cover and 

find your account number 
on the mailing label of your 
ESPN The Magazine. It starts 
with ESN and is 10 digits long. 


Fire up the Internet and go to 

ESPN.com/in4free. Enter your 
account number and click 
"Activate your Insider account." 


Fill in the required fields to 

create an Insider member name 
and password. Click "Finish." 
Congrats! You're already smarter 
than the average fan. 
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to breast cancer research. Help us celebrate Breast Cancer Awareness 
Month in October. Your donation saves lives and creates hope. 
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Always 
on Point 

Photographer Art Streiber on shooting 
Chris Paul: "Chris is a gentleman. He 
very graciously introduced himself to 
everyone on the crew, including my 
intern and the production assistant. He 
worked through all of our setups and 
requests, and he really played the 
part of the power negotiator. But 
after looking 'tough' for about 15 
frames, he defaulted to his million- 
watt smile and insisted that smiling 
was his usual state of being. We 
photographed CP3 at LA's power lunch 
restaurant, Hinoki & the Bird, which he 
had chosen as his go-to locale for 
meals where deals are made. Chris 
was just as comfortable sliding into a 
booth in the restaurant as he was in 
front of our cameras. He was never 
self-conscious." more on page 66 

Streiber hands over the camera to Pauls 
son, Christopher, in between takes. 


Senior writer Kevin Van Valkenburg 
on Peyton Manning’s career 

"A lot of people get sad watching 
a truly great athlete who is close 
to the end. I don't view it that way. 
I love the fight. I love writing 
about the stubborn belief that 
you have one more run in you, 
and to me that's Peyton Manning at 39. There is a 
certain nobility to it, knowing you're not the man 
you once were but pressing on regardless. My 
favorite scenes in stories rarely happen on the 
field. They are quiet moments in locker rooms or 
stadium tunnels when you see the cost of football 
but also see the humanity of it. That's what I tried 
to capture here." more on page 15 


Senior writer Peter Keating on the 
history of franchise rankings 

"Back in 2002, 1 told The Mag's 
editors it would be cool to 
calculate how many wins teams 
deliver forthe prices they charge, 
Sure, they replied, but could 
we also measure the time and 
emotion all of us invest in our favorite teams? 

I was intrigued. We got to work and came up 
with a formula. And after all these years, our 
franchise rankings still stand forthe idea that 
sports isn't just about excellence, or honor, or 
money, or tradition, or adrenaline, but a mashup 
of all of the above that every team delivers in 
different potency." more on page 74 




Contributing writer Marin Cogan on 
spending time with Tom Ricketts 



"My evening with the Ricketts clan 
was pretty surreal. It began with 
an interview in Tom's office, and it 
wasn't the most natural interac- 
tion. I get the sense that the 
family still isn't fully comfortable 
with reporters, which is understandable. The night 
began to unravel once the thunderstorm hit. 
Suddenly, some very interesting people arrived to 
the suite: franchise owners, a supermodel, politicos 
and pilots were all stuck in a room, drinking and 
waiting out the rain. Everyone loosened up. It 
turned out to be an unexpected gift, a chance to 
watch these subjects interact." more on page 54 
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Audacity 
of Pey ton 
Manning 


With one of the games 
greatest minds-and 
weakest arms-how long 
can the 39-year-old QB 
continue his magic act? 


BY KEVIN VAN VALKEMBURG 


PHOTO ILLUSTRATION BY RICHARD ROBERTS 
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n Manning 15 minutes to shed his suit of armor after a 
He begins with his cleats, which he can barely untie without 
. A Broncos equipment staffer helps peel them off his feet 
e he does a radio interview, because after nearly 25 years of 
football dating back to high school, it’s a relief to not have to bend over 
that far. Next come his shoulder pads, which, when yanked over his 
head, generate a groan that is a mixture of suffering and sweet relief. 
Manning’s pale arms and torso are covered in fresh scrapes and old 
bruises, some the color of strawberries, others a shade of eggplant. 

His socks come off after several violent tugs, revealing toes that are 
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MANNING'S PICK-SIXES WITH DENVER 

The QB hadn't thrown a pick-six in 22 regular-season games before his 2014 loss to the Bengals. 
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IN WEEK 2, 
MANNING HAD HIS 
THIRD PICK-SIX 
IN HIS PAST 
FOUR GAMES 


2012 


2013 


2014 


2015 


MANNING'S PASSING YARDS PER GAME AND COMPLETION RATES 

Bring on the records— 55 passing TDs, 5,477 yards, MVP in 2013. But 2014 started the decline. 


2013 FULL SEASON 

342.3 

2014 FIRST HALF 

321.5 

2014 SECOND HALF 

^■■■^^■^^■■■■■^■1 269.4 

2015 WEEKS 1-2 

■■^■■■■■■■■1 215.5 


2013 FULL SEASON 

2014 FIRST HALF 

2014 SECOND HALF 

1 64.9% 

2015 WEEKS 1-2 

58.8% 


H 68.3% 
■ 67.3% 



Manning, who has 
never been sacked 
more than 29 
times in a season, 
was dropped 
seven times in the 
first two games 
of 2015 alone. 


twisted and bent into obtuse angles. When he 
removes a thick blue DonJoy knee brace from his 
stiff left leg, he twice pauses to grimace and 
gather himself before stripping it off and handing 
it to a staffer for safekeeping. As he slices away at 
the thick layers of athletic tape supporting his 
ankles, he looks like a surgeon operating on his 
own leg without anesthesia. 

When he finishes, he stands, joints creaking, 
loose strips of tape and blades of grass still stuck to 
his skin. He has just completed a comeback win 
over the Chiefs at Arrowhead Stadium in Week 2, 
and a flood of text messages keeps pinging his 
phone, which has a picture of his 4-year-old twins, 


Marshall and Mosley, as his background. He can’t 
resist reading a few and smirking with satisfaction. 
He drapes a towel over his shoulders, but the 
crooked pink scar on the back of his neck is still 
visible, evidence of the four neck surgeries he’s had 
to repair a pinched nerve and herniated disks and 
to fuse his vertebrae. Because of the victory— the 
181st of his career— Manning smiles as he limps 
gingerly in the direction of the showers. If this is 
what it feels like on a good night, only two games 
into his 18th year, try to imagine the bad ones. 

It’s hard not to wonder: How much longer can 
he possibly keep this up? 

No one knows the answer, of course. But as the 
season unfolds, Manning’s act of keeping fans 
guessing will constitute one of the most fascinat- 
ing tightrope walks in the recent history of sports. 

When you watch him wince and grimace after 
every hit, when you see his passes float and die in 
the wind, when he tries to roll out and his feet 
move like he’s trudging through ankle-deep snow, 
the only logical conclusion to draw is that he’s 
done. All his magic used up. No more miracle 
recoveries. A remarkable career reaching, sad as 
the truth might be, its logical end. 

Then he goes out and fools you again. 

It’s a marvel to watch his brain calculate risk in 
real time, to see him think his way through 
problems, using some mixture of anticipation and 
guile to compensate for a throwing arm that’s the 


weakest in the NFL. Through Week 2, he had a 
41.0 Total QBR, 29th in the league. He was 
averaging just 215.5 passing yards per game with 
a 58.8 percent completion rate. He’d been sacked 
seven times. His numbers haven’t been this low 
since his rookie year. And yet, his team is winning. 

Against the Chiefs, every time the ball came 
out of his hand, it looked like it might float away 
and be intercepted. Once it was, for a pick-six, his 
third in a span of four regular-season games. He 
sulked to the sideline with his hands on his hips, 
barely giving a halfhearted chase as Marcus 
Peters galloped toward the end zone. But then 
the tightrope: Manning came back in the second 
half and threw a touchdown, ultimately beating 
the Chiefs for the 10th straight time. In the 
process, he reached 70,000 career passing yards 
to join only Brett Favre among NFL quarterbacks, 
thumbing his nose— at least metaphorically— at 
the legions insisting he was done. 

“I’m not much for speeches,” Manning said 
after coach Gary Kubiak awarded him a game 
ball. “But great f — ing win.” 

If nothing else, you have to admire the man’s 
audacity. 

AS SOON AS it began, it was clear the rain was 
going to be a problem. 

The Broncos were locked in a tight fourth- 
quarter battle against the Bengals late last season, 


PAGE 15 FROM LEFT: JOHN CAPELLA/SPORTS IMAGERY/GETTY IMAGES; JUSTIN EDMONDS/GETTY IMAGES; JOHN LEYBA/THE DENVER POST/GETTY 
IMAGES; FOCUS ON SPORTS/GETTY IMAGES; THIS SPREAD: JOE AM0N/THE DENVER POST/GETTY IMAGES 


10.12.2015 ESPN 17 



a game that would help decide home-field 
advantage throughout the playoffs. Every throw 
now had the potential to decide the outcome. 
Trailing 30-28, Manning dropped back to pass 
and seemed to panic, as if he felt the rush closing 
in, even though no one was within 10 feet of him. 
He hurried a throw off his back foot, floating a 
wobbler in the direction of Demaryius Thomas. 
Bengals corner Dre Kirkpatrick swooped in, 
intercepted the pass and returned it for a 
touchdown. Manning barely gave chase. Ball- 
game. It was his fourth interception of the day. 

That one play set the stage for the Broncos’ 
tumultuous offseason, months marked by a 
shocking coaching change, a bitter contract 
restructuring and persistent questions inside and 
outside the building about Manning. Was one of 
the league’s renowned control freaks willing to 
embrace a new offense designed to ease the 
burden on his shoulders— and the reality that if 
the Broncos win a Super Bowl this season, they 
will do so with the future Hall of Famer being 
part of the team, not carrying it? 

Manning still finished the year as one of the 
best quarterbacks in football, statistically speak- 
ing, completing 66 percent of his passes and 
throwing for 4,727 yards and 39 touchdowns. His 
75.1 Total QBR was the third best in the NFL, 
trailing only Tony Romo and Aaron Rodgers. But 
his arm strength was rapidly declining, and a 
strained right quad muscle the final month of the 
season limited his ability to step into his throws 
and put zip on the ball by driving hard with his 
lower body. After Denver’s season ended— with a 
stunning divisional-round playoff loss to the Colts 
in which Andrew Luck made all the throws 
Manning no longer seemed capable of— rumors 
began to spread around the league that Broncos 
GM John Elway was not completely committed 
to Manning’s return. Elway reportedly asked 
Manning to take a $10 million pay cut, promising 
to use the money to bolster his supporting cast. For 
a brief moment, some in the building wondered if 
Manning would finish his career elsewhere. 

The Broncos and Manning settled on a 
$4 million cut. Then Elway set out to essentially 
re-create his own final years for Manning, years 
when he won two Super Bowls not by carrying 
the offense but by conducting it. Elway hired 
Kubiak— his backup during his early seasons and 
offensive coordinator during his final ones— to 
install a modernized version of the scheme that 
Denver ran in the late ’90s. The plan was for 
Manning to rest more during the week and hand 
off more on Sunday. Everything was designed to 



THE STRUGGLE IS REAL 


On attempts of over 15 yards 
through Week 2, Manning was just 
*l-of-16 for 79 yards, tying for 
the third-worst completion 
percentage among all QBs. 



COMPLETION PERCENTAGE WHEN 
THROWING OVER 15 YARDS 



COMPLETION PERCENTAGE WHEN 
THROWING 15 YARDS OR LESS 




avoid a repeat of 2014. Manning not only needed 
to be healthy in January but needed to be able to 
make all the throws in January. 

In 2012, Elway had sold Manning on signing 
with Denver by promising to do everything in 
his power to make him the greatest quarterback 
ever. Both men know Super Bowls will be the 
tiebreaker between Manning and Tom Brady, just 
as they were for Elway and Dan Marino. “I think 
with Peyton, obviously there is not much he can 
add to his legacy,” Elway told reporters this 
offseason. “I do think that the one thing he can 
add is another Super Bowl championship. I think 
with where Peyton is, as I told him in our meeting, 
I said, ‘You don’t have to throw for another yard, 
and you don’t need to throw for another touch- 
down pass, because your legacy is going to be one 
of the all-time greats as it is.’ Where he can really 
add to his legacy is to win a Super Bowl.” 

And so to enhance his legacy in the long term, 
Manning has to be willing to cede some of it in 
the short term. Early reviews from training camp 
were mixed, and there was a palpable fear in the 
organization that a few bad games— or even a few 
three-and-outs— could send the whole experi- 
ment awry. Manning and the entire offense 
looked off in Denver’s season-opening victory 
over Baltimore. He threw for just 175 yards in the 
19-13 win. Twice he missed an open receiver deep 
for a touchdown. His 4.38 yards per attempt was 
the fourth-lowest mark of his entire career in 
games in which he had at least 10 attempts. 
Manning warned fans not to read too much into 
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Manning hasn't lost 
to the Chiefs since 
2004 and beat them 
again in Week 2. 

But will he still be 
standing tall in the 
pocket when the 
teams meet once 
more in Week 10? 


one game, but everyone did anyway. “I think 
[Manning and Kubiak] will get more and more 
comfortable with each other and get a feel for how 
they call the games as the season goes on,” says 
tight end Owen Daniels. “With Peyton, he’s done 
his thing for so long. Now he’s learning what Coach 
Kubiak has going on. It’s really unselfish of him to 
learn all that stuff and want to be a part of it.” 

The morning of the Chiefs game, Manning 
joined his teammates in the lobby of their hotel 
for breakfast. He ordered an omelet, sat down at 
a table with a TV nearby and, just as he was about 
to dig in, saw his name flash across the ticker on 
the side of the screen: Coming up, Peyton’s Woes. 
Manning shook his head in dismay. 

“If one of us does have a bad game, people want 
to say, ‘This guy is not what he used to be. He’s 
over the hill,”’ lineman Evan Mathis says. “Well, 
OK, but it’s a pretty small sample size thus far. 
That’s one of the true marks of a great player, the 
ability to focus. You have to focus through a lot of 
turmoil and a lot of bulls— t.” 

Focusing is exactly what Manning prefers to 
do. And on this game day, he had no desire to 
listen to his critics diagnose his “woes.” He took 
his breakfast into the hallway and ate by himself. 

IT'S A RARELY spoken truth about Manning, but 
he’s always thrown passes that wobbled. Even 
when he was setting NFL records in a Colts 
uniform, and even when he was the golden child 
at the University of Tennessee, his passes 
sometimes fluttered. He saw the game like a 


chessboard, he read defenses like he had a 
computer in his brain, but even some of his best 
throws shimmied and quivered. The ball still 
hummed through the air, still tended to arrive in 
a receiver’s hands at the perfect moment, but he 
rarely mirrored the crisp beauty of a Brady deep 
post or a Rodgers laser to the outer third of the 
field. For the most part, it didn’t matter. He was 
too good for it to mean much of anything. 

It’s hard to argue, though, that it still doesn’t 
matter. It’s possible that the fact that he currently 
has no feeling in the fingertips of his right 
hand— a side effect of neck surgeries and nerve 
damage— is finally catching up to him. When his 
mechanics get sloppy, he looks like he’s flinging 
knuckleballs in the direction of his receivers. 

(He completed just 25 percent of passes thrown 
more than 15 yards through Week 2, tied for 
third worst in the league.) After Manning floated 
a pass behind Thomas and it was intercepted by 
Peters and returned for a touchdown that gave 
Kansas City a 14-0 lead, he looked like the 
version of Manning the Broncos saw last year 
against the Bengals. 

Manning’s genius, though, is that he under- 
stands his strengths and his limitations better 
than anyone else on the field. It’s a little unsettling 
to see a great athlete so physically diminished, 
but it’s also inspiring to see a— trying to be polite 
here— senior quarterback surviving on little more 
than brainpower and a magician’s sleight of hand. 
After a miserable start to this season, Kubiak 
ceded some creative control and had Manning 


run Denver’s offense out of the shotgun. “We’re 
trying to help him by running the football better,” 
Kubiak says. “But we also know he’s very comfort- 
able [in the shotgun], so we’re trying to find a 
medium between the two, and we think it will be 
good for our team. He took control, and we got 
him in that environment.” 

Whether it was a healthy move for the long-term 
prospects of the team, however, is hard to say. “I 
don’t know why so many people seem to want to 
see a great player go in decline,” Daniels says. “Why 
push that narrative? We’re learning a new offense. 
We’re definitely going to get better as the year goes 
along. We’re going to find our identity. I think 
Peyton deserves way more respect than that.” 

Will he be able to do it a month from now? Or, 
better yet, can he play well deep into January? It’s 
in his nature to believe his brain can carry him on 
days when his body is weary, even if he’s facing 
the cold, the rain or Bill Belichick. But how many 
times can one man outfox his opponents? At 
some point, is it audacity, or is it lunacy? 

It was hard not to cringe on Manning’s behalf 
as he waited on the field after the Chiefs game 
to speak to a television reporter. As jubilant 
teammates jogged behind him, several of them 
thumped him on the shoulder pads in their 
excitement. He was grinning like a high school 
kid, but each time it happened, he winced in pain, 
looking every bit like a 39 -year-old man with a 
sore neck who wished he could see the hits 
coming, if only so he could brace himself for such 
a hearty celebration. □ 
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WHO 

BLACKHAWKS CENTER 
MARCUS KRUGER 

WHAT 

DAY WITH THE 
STANLEY CUP 

WHEN 

AUG. 19, 12 m A.M. 

WHERE 

STOCKHOLM 


Marcus Kruger almost didn't get 
this early-morning chance to tip 
the Stanley Cup for a home-country 
fan; the Cup keepers were running 
about an hour late at the Stockholm 
airport because their luggage was 
lost and a wheel popped off the 
case that carries the 35-pound 
piece of hardware. Despite the 
setbacks, the 25-year-old Kruger, 
with countryman and former 
Blackhawks teammate Johnny 
Oduya [now with the Stars], 
checked all 16 boxes on the 
15-hour agenda, including a visit 
to a children's hospital, media 
appearances and this private 
after-party. When the tour ended in 
the wee hours, Lord Stanley's Mug 
was cleaned up, placed back into 
its three-wheeled case and readied 
for its next stop: Slovakia. 

-SCOTT POWERS 


PHOTOGRAPH BY 
CARSTEN SNEJBJERG 
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WE ARE PROFESSIONAL GRADE 




: FORWARD 



From left: 
Nikita Kucherov, 
Steven Stamkos 
and Ben Bishop 


NHL PREVIEW 


Struck by li ghtning 


Kings, Blackhawks, Kings, Blackhawks. . . . That’s so last four years. Were all about the here and now, so we turned to 
Hockey Prospectus to illuminate the new season that starts on Oct. 7- The standings forecast on the next page is 
based on the projected goal differential of each team as calculated by HP’s VUKOTA statistical model, which includes 
factors such as past performance and player age. So who’s the Stanley Cup favorite now? The offensive juggernaut 
that almost stopped that Kings-Hawks streak last year: Tampa Bay. —NEIL PAINE AND MATTHEW COLLER 


THE LIGHTNING LED THE NHL IN 
GOALS SCORED IN 2014-15. 

▼ 



TOP 201*1-15 
GOAL SCORERS 

GOALS T 

53 Alex Ovechkin, WAS 


43 Steven Stamkos, TB 


42 Rick Nash, NYR 
38 John Tavares, NYI 

37 Max Pacioretty, MTL 
Joe Pavelski, SJ 
Tyler Seguin, DAL 
VladimirTarasenko, STL 


TB'S 5-0N-5 G0ALS-F0R 
% ON HOME ICE 
▼ 



59 . 5 % 


The Blues were second to 
Tampa Bay at 57.9 percent. 


LEAGUE LEADERS IN 5-0N-5 POINTS PER 60 MINUTES 

▼ 


Tyler Johnson, TB 
Ondrej Palat,TB 
Rick Nash, NYR 
Jamie Benn, DAL 
VladimirTarasenko, STL 
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ILLUSTRATIONS BY MAX HOPMANS 
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ESPN’s Barry Melrose 
and FiveThirtyEight’s 
Neil Paine face off on 
Hockey Prospectus’ 
projected standings. 



From left: 
Alex Ovechkin, 
Jamie Benn 
and Rick Nash 


EASTERN CONFERENCE 


ATLANTIC DIVISION 



POINTS 

PLAYOFFS 

1 Tampa Bay Lightning 

99 

1 

2 Boston Bruins 

9*1 

2 

3 Ottawa Senators 

93 

3 

*1 Detroit Red Wings 

93 

WC1* 

5 Montreal Canadiens 

92 

X 

6 Florida Panthers 

88 

X 

7 Toronto Maple Leafs 

8*1 

X 

8 Buffalo Sabres 

77 

X 


METROPOLITAN DIVISION 



POINTS 

PLAYOFFS 

1 New York Islanders 

97 

1 

2 Pittsburgh Penguins 

96 

2 

3 New York Rangers 

95 

3 

*1 Washington Capitals 

92 

WC2* 

5 Columbus Blue Jackets 

92 

X 

6 Philadelphia Flyers 

91 

X 

7 Carolina Hurricanes 

86 

X 

8 New Jersey Devils 

82 

X 


WESTERN CONFERENCE 


CENTRAL DIVISION 



POINTS 

PLAYOFFS 

ISt. Louis Blues 

97 

1 

2 Chicago Blackhawks 

96 

2 

3 Dallas Stars 

96 

3 

*1 Colorado Avalanche 

95 

WC1* 

5 Nashville Predators 

9*1 

X 

6 Minnesota Wild 

92 

X 

7 Winnipeg Jets 

90 

X 


PACIFIC DIVISION 



POINTS 

PLAYOFFS 

1 San Jose Sharks 

98 

1 

2 Calgary Flames 

97 

2 

3 Los Angeles Kings 

96 

3 

*1 Anaheim Ducks 

9*1 

WC2* 

5 Vancouver Canucks 

88 

X 

6 Edmonton Oilers 

87 

X 

7 Arizona Coyotes 

76 

X 


BARRY MELROSE SAYS 


Boston isn't great anymore. I have to 
put Montreal in the playoffs here, not 
Boston. I don't think they are the 
Boston Bruins anymore— especially 
without Milan Lucic, Carl Soderberg, 
Dougie Hamilton and Reilly Smith. 


NEIL PAINE SAYS 


Montreal isn't a Cup contender. The 

Canadiens' 110 points ranked second 
last season, and Vegas expects them 
to do well again. But VUKOTA isn't 
impressed: The team isn't especially 
young, and last season it leaned 
heavily on fleeting success to cover 
for deficiencies elsewhere. For 
instance, the Canadiens' Atlantic 
crown came largely on the back of a 
historic effort by goalie Carey Price 
[20th-best goal versus threshold 
by a goalie since 1951]. But VUKOTA 
thinks he'll suffer the second-biggest 
decline of any player this season. 

And if you scale back Montreal's 
goaltending and special teams, 
the Canadiens were essentially 
average a year ago. 


BARRY MELROSE SAYS 


The Rangers will win the division. 

They're solid and are still the team 
to beat. They score enough in front 
of that stacked defense, and goalie 
Henrik Lundqvist is one of the 
game's best. 


NEIL PAINE SAYS 


The Islanders could be even better. 

After years of nearly uninterrupted 
futility, their second-place Metro 
finish surprised many. Breakout teams 
tend to regress, but the Isles have a 
recipe for sustainable winning. They 
were relatively young last season, 
with the goal differential [plus-21, 
excluding shootouts] and shot 
attempts percentage [52.8 percent, 
the percentage of shot attempts 
generated versus allowed, the stat 
formerly known as Corsi) to back up 
their 101 points. They weren't too 
dependent on goaltending or special 
teams, and their offense generated 
many chances while their defense had 
a knack for preventing them. VUKOTA 
says they can avoid backsliding. 


BARRY MELROSE SAYS 


Defensively, Nashville is one of the 
best. I'm a little worried about the 
Avalanche and think the Predators 
will jump them for a playoff spot in 
what I consider to be the best 
division. Nashville has Pekka Rinne in 
goal, and D-man Seth Jones looked 
great down the stretch. 


NEIL PAINE SAYS 


The Wild will take a big step 
backward. There's no denying Minny 
looked unstoppable in the second 
half of 201*1-15, boasting the NHL's 
best record from mid-January 
onward. Despite the Wild's dominant 
100-point record, though, they ranked 
just 17th in shot attempts percentage, 
compensating with special teams and 
Devan Dubnyk's dazzling play between 
the pipes. And no player is projected to 
regress as much as Dubnyk, whose 
201*1-15 season was wildly out of 
step with the rest of his career. The 
Wild's youth could help them defy 
the stats, but they might need more 
luck to return to the playoffs. 


BARRY MELROSE SAYS 


I'm not in love with San Jose. 

I actually like Anaheim more than 
San Jose. The Sharks certainly have 
talent, but a team can only disappoint 
so many times before you lose faith. 
Good teams find a way to win. The 
Sharks always find a way to lose. 


NEIL PAINE SAYS 


Anaheim won't be the juggernaut 
everyone thinks it is. After winning 51 
times [second only to the Rangers' 
53] and coming within a game of the 
Cup finals, the Ducks are a vogue pick 
to challenge Chicago out West. But 
the numbers aren't as bullish. Despite 
their record, they were only plus-7 on 
goals after removing shootouts and 
ranked just 16th in shot attempts 
percentage. Anaheim's goaltending 
and special teams will probably 
improve, but VUKOTA also thinks 
Ryan Getzlaf and Corey Perry will slow 
down and is skeptical of the team's 
offseason acquisitions. That's why 
the Ducks' 2015-16 record will be 
closer to average than elite. 


^Projected wild-card berth 


^ FOR MORE METRICS-BASED ANALYSIS, VISIT FIVETHIRTYEIGHT.COM 


26 ESPN 10.12.2015 


FROM LEFT: MARK G0L0MAN/IC0N SP0RTSWIRE/AP IMAGES; MANNY FL0RES/CSM/AP IMAGES; K0STAS LYMPER0P0UL0S/CSM/AP IMAGES 















Place your phone 

here to cut your 

wireless bill j n half 


Straight 

wireless 


* 


NOW WITH 5GB OF 
HIGH-SPEED DATA 

Bring your own phone to Straight Talk 
and get unlimited talk, text and data with 
the first 5GB of up to 4G LTE + data for just 
$45 a month. With a simple switch of a SIM 
card, almost any phone can be a Straight Talk 
Wireless phone. Keep your phone, network, 
and number for half the cost.** Learn more 
at StraightTalkBYOP.com 



NO-CONTRACT 30-DAY PLAN 

UNLIMITED 

TALK • TEXT • DATA 
FIRST 5GB HIGH SPEED 
THEN 2G* 


** "Cut your bill in half" and "Save up to half the cost" are based on a service comparison of the two largest contract carriers' monthly online prices for comparable 
individual post-paid contract service plans, including overage charges, and Straight Talk's $45 service plan. Excludes the cost of the phone and limited time promotions. 
Source: Contract carriers' websites, July 201 5. 

t To get 4G LTE speed, you must have a 4G LTE capable device and 4G LTE SIM. Actual availability, coverage and speed may vary. LTE is a trademark of ETSI. 

* At 2G speed, the functionality of some data applications such as streaming video or audio may be affected. All currently active Straight Talk BYOP customers will also receive 
the first 5GB Data at High Speeds at the start of their next 30 day cycle. Please refer always to the Terms and Conditions of Service at StraightTalk.com 
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Walmart 




28 ESPN 10.12.2015 





Diamonds 
in the Dust 


PHOTOGRAPHS AND REPORTING 
BY GERRY MELENDEZ 
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A COLLABORATION WITH THE UNDEFEATED 
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The last traces of the Negro Leagues live in 
small South Carolina towns with names like Ina, 
Antreville and Kelton, on fields where power 
lines bisect the diamond or go-kart tracks share 
space with outfielders. On these dirt lots, players 
from 15 to 61 gather on weekends to play in the 
12-team Community All-Star Baseball League, 
which grew from the sandlot tournaments in 
the 1940s that replaced the Negro Leagues after 
integration broke them apart. “Even if this league 
wasn’t here, we’d still find a way to play,” says 
pitcher Kenneth Sims, a former Orioles minor 
leaguer. “We love the game too much.” 
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RAZZ 'EM 

Charles Linklee [far left] 
and Patrick Montgomery 
[in T-shirt] talk trash 
as the hometown 
Carolina Marlins play 
the Kelton Tigers in 
Lancaster. "I like to mess 
with the opposing team ," 
Linklee says. Adds 
pitcher Kenneth Sims, 

"If your skin is not thick, 
you will falter." 


HAND IN HAND 

The Tigers and Marlins 
form a prayer circle after 
their August playoff 
game in Lancaster. 

"What makes our league 
unique is no matter what 
goes on and how much 
junk we talk, we're still 
coming together in the 
end," Sims says. 
"Afterwards, we'll eat 
your food, you'll drink our 
beers and it's all love." 


OUT AT THIRD 

Carolina's Brien Clyburn 
tags out Kelton's Larecus 
Hughes during a playoff 
game. Over the years, 
tailgating fans have 
watched rising stars like 
C.J. Edwards, a Cubs 
pitching prospect who first 
played here at ]A "I feel like 
I was better for it because 
I was playing against 
older guys," he says. 


BIRDS OF A FEATHER 

A chain-linkfence 
doubles as a locker for 
Heyward Edrington, 31, 
catcher for Union County. 
He learned to catch from 
his father, Heyward Sr., 
who played a few years 
in the Pirates' system 
in the 1970s. "My dad 
brought me into the 
league when I was 12," 
he says. "I batted second, 
and he batted third." 


m)j(ummTE0 

FOR MORE PHOTOS AND STORIES ON THE 
COMMUNITY ALL-STARS, CHECK OUT THE UNDEFEATED'S 
PRESENTATION AT ES.PN/DIAMONDSINTHEDUST 
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O Marks the Spot 

Ohio State survived a Week 3 scare from Northern Illinois, but 
its worries aren’t over. OSU’s 1.7 offensive efficiency score was an 
Urban Meyer-era low, which led us to crunch some numbers: 
efficiency versus snaps per game. The Bucks aren’t efficient (last 
among FPI’s top 30) nor expedient (bottom half in snaps per 
game). They need to get better, and fast. — HALLIE GROSSMAN 



• FPI TEAMS 1-30 FPI TEAMS 31-128 



50 55 60 65 70 75 80 85 90 

OFFENSIVE SNAPS PER GAME 


METHOD TO OUR MATRIX 

We compared teams' offensive efficiency- 
offenses' point contributions to net scoring 
margin [0-100 scale]— to offensive snaps 
per game. The verdict? Some squads 
pack in plays and punch [we see you. 
Bowling Green!]. Others, uh, don't [they 
are Penn State]. 


[1] Are they not who we thought they 
were? So much of what made the 0SU 
offense hum in '14 is gone this season. 
Pace: The Buckeyes are running a play 
every 30.3 seconds— five seconds slower 
than the FBS average. Poise: 33.3 percent 
third-down conversion rate. No. 102 in 
the FBS. And most critically, playmaking: 
QBs Cardale Jones and J.T. Barrett have a 
pedestrian 58.9 QBR combined, 26 points 
below last year's mark. 

[2] Proof that looks can be deceiving: 
Michigan State has managed just 388.3 
ypg [No. 82 in the FBS] but still ranks 16th 
overall in offensive efficiency. A penchant 
for moving the chains [48.8 percent 
third-down conversion rate] helps. 

[3] There's no quelling the Rebels. Ole Miss 
has reached the end zone on 54.8 percent 
of drives, fourth best in the country. And 
the Rebs are already tops in ppg [64.0], so 
just think of the havoc they'd wreak if they 
squeezed in a few more than the 67 snaps 
they average now. [Triple-digit scores?) 

[4] Alabama makes a surprise cameo 
among high-volume-snap squads [83 per 
game], but a very good offensive efficiency 
[86.5] falls short of very great, thanks in 
part to an un-Saban-like seven turnovers. 

[5] Cal rubbing data sets with Oregon, TCU 
and Baylor? They aren't your average 
Bears, scoring 3.2 points per drive. 


Rankings and stats through Week 3. 
Stats provided by ESPN Stats & Information. 
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AND EVERY OTHER 
TRUCK IS HISTORY 


THE ADVANTAGES OF ALUMINUM ARE HUGE 
Up to 700 lbs. lighter 
Most towing power* 
Best payload capacity* 9 
Highest gas mileage t 
5-star safety rating^ 


*Class is Full-Size Pickups under 8,500 lbs. GVWR with available 3.5L EcoBoost® V6, 4x2. **Class is Full-Size Pickups under 8,500 lbs. 
GVWR with available 5.0L V8, 4x2. ^PA-estimated rating of 19 city/26 hwy/22 combined mpg, available 2.7L EcoBoost V6, 4x2. Actual 
mileage will vary. Class is Full-Size Pickups under 8,500 lbs. GVWR. ^Government 5-Star Safety Ratings are part of the National Highway 
Traffic Safety Administration’s New Car Assessment Program at www.safercar.gov. 

Try to avoid water higher than the bottom of the hubs and proceed slowly. Refer to your owner’s manual for detailed information 
regarding driving through water. 
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: FORWARD 



In Week 2, MSU 
beat Oregon in the 
first top-10 tilt in 
East Lansing since '66. 
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All Grown Un 

Since being called ‘little brother” by a Michigan running back eight years ago, Michigan State has put 
a whuppin’ on its rival. Now, with another trip to Ann Arbor looming, the Spartans are closing in on 
the one goal that will finally put the perennial underdogs over the top— a national title. 

BY RYAN MCGEE 


STREETER LECKA/GETTY IMAGES 


10.12.2015 ESPN 35 






FORWARD 


ansing, Michigan, is still an 
Oldsmobile town. 

The good folks here build 
Chevrolets now. Not just any 
Chevys, mind you. Camaros. 
They also manufacture SUVs 
for Buick and GMC. The preferred vehicle, 
though, remains a brand name that hasn’t put a 
new car on the road since April 29, 2004. That’s 
when the last, burgundy Alero rolled off the line 
at the assembly plant down on the Grand River 
founded by Ransom Olds himself. 

More than a decade later, five short miles away 
in East Lansing, Oldsmobiles surround Spartan 
Stadium like a moat on game days. Parking lots 
are dotted with 88s, 98s and 442s. The PA 
announcements are of another era: “Michigan 
license plate THR-892, you left your headlights 
on. It’s a green Oldsmobile Bravada ...” 

Even this particular game day has the feel of the 
old days— or perhaps a new era, depending on your 
perspective. It’s half an hour before the noon 
kickoff against Air Force, and the Spartans are just 
a week removed from a 31-28 win over then-No. 7 
Oregon. A 40-something who refers to himself as 
Big Bill is standing in a Chestnut Road parking lot 
alongside his Lansing-born automobile, holding 
court to the encouragement of the green-and- 
white masses as they march toward the gates. 

“Mine’s starting to rust out,” he proudly 
declares, pointing to an ’87 Calais, silver with a 
Sparty green interior. “But both my parents 
worked on these cars, and I’ll drive it until the 
damn thing catches fire. Those big Detroit brands 
are flashier. But Oldsmobile was born in Lansing. 
It’s old. It’s Olds. But it’s ours, and we don’t give a 
damn what you think. That’s how we do it here.” 

Big Bill is not MSU coach Mark Dantonio, but 
he might as well be. Big Bill’s Calais isn’t literally 
MSU football, but figuratively it is. And Big Bill’s 
defiant jab toward Detroit and the brand names 
wasn’t necessarily a shot at the big blue school in 
Ann Arbor. But yeah, it kind of was. 

After decades of Big Ten irrelevance and too 
many Saturdays spent telling stories of dusty 
national title trophies (the newest of the six MSU 
claims is from Duffy Daugherty’s fabled ’66 
squad), the Spartans are squarely in the middle of 
the College Football Playoff conversation. That 
might come as a surprise, but it shouldn’t. Since 
2010, MSU has won 11 games four times, 
including two Big Ten titles, a Rose Bowl and a 
Cotton Bowl. The past two seasons have ended 
with top-five AP rankings, the first since ’65 and 
’66. After their 35-21 win over Air Force, the 



AND ...ACTION! 

In an era of shotguns and spreads, Mark Dantonio has kept 
Sparty's playbook decidedly old-school. But although this pro set 
looks simple on paper, it wasn't so easy for Oregon to defend in 
MSU's 31-28 win on Sept. 12. -MATT BOWEN, ESPN INSIDER 



1 JET SWEEP 

Early in the first quarter, 
at the Oregon 12, MSU 
lines up two TEs and sends 
WR Macgarrett Kings Jr. in 
motion to show the jet sweep, 
something Dantonio did often. 
The CB trails Kings, allowing 
QB Connor Cook to identify 
man coverage and giving 
TE Josiah Price more space 
to work against the FS. 


2 PLAY-ACTION 

Cook's mechanics are flawless. 
Faking to Kings and RB LJ 
Scott on the open-side dive, 
he then flips his hips and sets 
his feet. With edge pressure, 
he quickly looks upheld to 
find targets and avoid the 
blitz. Nearly a quarter of his 
throws through Week 3 were 
on play-action, including 
5-of-8 for two TDs vs. Oregon. 


3 CORNER ROUTE 

Cook's key is to read the 
safeties: single-high or cover 2. 
But there is no deep safety 
with the D in zero-man, and 
with the CB pulled on the jet, 
the TE has a corner route. 

Cook [Big Ten-best 87.0 QBR 
through Week 3] pitches a 
perfect ball to the upheld 
shoulder of Price in the end 
zone. The scouts go wild. 


CLASS DISTINCTIONS 

Despite not signing a top-25 crop of recruits since 2010, MSU 
cracks the top five for wins in that span [through 2015 Week 3]. 


WINNINGEST POWER 5 TEAMS SINCE 2010 
AND THEIR RECRUITING NATION CLASS RANKINGS 



TOTAL 

WINS 

i RECRUITING RANK ■ 

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 

OREGON 

62 

22 14 18 26 27 

FLORIDA STATE 

61 

6 12 9 3 

ALABAMA 

60 

3 j 2 1 1 j 1 

OHIO STATE 

59 

16 7 6 3 7 

MICHIGAN STATE 

56 

NR* NR NR 35 29 

STANFORD 

56 

18 21 12 40 15 



MSU's 16 alums in the NFL on 
opening weekend tied Rutgers for 
just seventh in the Big Ten, behind 
Ohio State [25], Penn State [25], 
Iowa [22], Wisconsin [22], 
Nebraska [21] and Michigan [20]. 


*Until 2013, only the top 25 classes were ranked. 
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MSU's dominance against Air Force 
and others this year stems from its 
Cotton Bowl thriller over Baylor last 
season, its Big Ten title two years ago 
and its routine rolling of Michigan. 


Spartans will ascend to No. 2, with only Central 
Michigan, Purdue and a trip to Rutgers in their 
way before the bitter rivalry game at Michigan on 
Oct. 17- Five weeks later, they travel to Ohio State. 

Yet despite the recent success, MSU undoubt- 
edly continues to trail those two in the public eye 
and in the view of recruits. The Buckeyes have 
been on the rise since Urban Meyer’s first season 
in 2012, as well as No. 1 in the polls since winning 
the inaugural playoff. As of late September, Meyer 
also had the No. 1 recruiting class for 2016. 
Meanwhile, the Wolverines, who haven’t cracked 
the AP Top 25 since Oct. 27, 2013, are ranked 
No. 1 in magazine covers, thanks to the arrival of 
Jim Harbaugh, who has catapulted UM from 


40th in the ’15 recruiting ranks to No. 10 this 
year, two spots ahead of Big Bill’s team. 

So, yes, Ohio State and Michigan are Chevy 
and Ford. Michigan State is Oldsmobile. And the 
Spartans dig being Oldsmobile. 

“That’s how we do it around here,” says 
fifth-year senior safety RJ Williamson. 

The three-star recruit out of Dayton, Ohio, 
didn’t get an offer from either of the two Big Ten 
tentpole teams, instead signing on to be a part of 
Dantonio’s program-changing 2011 class, a group 
anchored by QB Connor Cook and defensive ends 
Shilique Calhoun and Lawrence Thomas, a 
Detroit native and the Spartans’ lone signee 
ranked in the ESPN 150 by RecruitingNation. 


“People might buy more T-shirts from another 
school,” Williamson says. “The media might send 
more cameras to cover another team. Other teams 
might get more votes for the Top 25. But around 
here, we don’t let that get us down. We’d rather 
operate as the underdog. That’s fuel.” 

DANTONIO GRINS WHEN he hears the underdog 
question. At least as much as he ever grins. 

Smiles aren’t his thing. Coach Dan face-splitters 
are so scarce that the beat reporters have taken 
it on as a challenge to elicit the expression 
whenever Dantonio is on the podium. But right 
now, just moments after defeating Air Force, 
perhaps Dantonio grins because he thinks an 
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out-of-towner is trying to set him up. 

“Trust me. We don’t go out of our way to 
sell the underdog, woe-is-me, chip-on-the- 
shoulder thing here,” the 59-year-old says. 
“If anything, I feel the complete opposite. I 
fully expect us to win every time we walk 
onto the field. That’s not an underdog.” 

Dantonio would know a ’dog when he 
sees one. He arrived in East Lansing in 
2007 and took over a program that hadn’t 
posted a winning record in three years, 
had reached eight wins just once in seven 
years and hadn’t won an outright Big Ten 
title since 1987. MSU’s lone marquee 
postseason invite in the interim had been 
a Citrus Bowl victory over Florida after the 
’99 season, when Dantonio was defensive 
backs coach under then-head coach Nick 
Saban, who left for LSU before the bowl 
was even played. It was no coincidence 
that Saban’s move came after the Orange 
Bowl had passed on the Spartans for the 
Wolverines, a team that had the same 
number of wins but had lost head-to-head. 
“We were never No. 1— that was always 
Michigan,” Saban said after his departure. 

The next seven years were yoked by that 
inferiority complex (just two winning 
seasons), which was crystallized in 2007 
when Dantonio faced Michigan for the 
first time at the helm. UM won 28-24 on 
the road, its sixth straight win in the series, 
and Wolverines running back Mike Hart 
gave what has become the rivalry-defining 
speech. “Sometimes you let your little 
brother get excited when you’re playing 
basketball and let him get the lead,” he 
said. “Then you just come back and take it 
back.” Lost now to the erosion of time is 
Hart’s more biting follow-up about the 
self-loathing in East Lansing: “What can I 
say? If they think that, I think that.” 

Nearly every state in the union has its 
own collegiate civil war, the prestigious 
flagship school that seemingly adorns 
every bumper on every highway, typically 
followed by the land-grant stepchild 
burdened by an extra “State” or “Tech.” 

“The question is always, What are you 
going to do with that?”’ says retired coach 
Jackie Sherrill, who led Pitt against Penn 
State, Texas A&M against Texas and 
Mississippi State against Ole Miss. “Are 
you going to use it as an excuse to go 7-5, 
screaming, We don’t have what they 


have!’ Or are you going to say, ‘OK, you all 
think we can’t do this, well watch us!”’ 

Dantonio’s choice has been clear. That 
crystallized inferiority complex? Consider 
it smashed. Since Hart’s below-the-belt 


followed him to Cincy from Ohio State, 
where he won a national championship as 
defensive coordinator under Jim Tressel. 
They had the shared experience of success 
at a school with all the advantages and at a 
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jab, State is 6-1 against Big Bro, a record 
relished by a staff packed with decidedly 
non-Wolverines. When Dantonio was 
hired away from Cincinnati in 2006, he 
brought a team of coaches who had 


school without them, as well as the perks 
and slights that come at both. 

And while nothing about Dantonio’s 
approach has been flashy, his offense and 
his defense are deceptively complicated. 
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“You have to defend everything,” says 
Oregon coach Mark Helfrich, whose Ducks 
surrendered 31 points and 389 yards in 
their Week 2 loss to MSU. “They can go to 
two tight ends and smash it, or they can go 


of Jimmy Johnson’s old Miami 3-4. 

“If you want to win consistently, 
everything about your program needs to 
be consistent,” says co-defensive coordi- 
nator Mike Tressel, nephew of Jim and 
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five-wide empty and throw it.” 

Even with the loss of eight-year defensive 
coordinator Pat Narduzzi to the top job 
at Pitt, the unit is relatively unchanged, 
pressing the line of scrimmage in the mold 


co-worker of Dantonio’s since 2002. When 
Narduzzi left, Mike Tressel and Harlon 
Barnett, a former MSU All-America safety 
who’s been with Dantonio since ’04, made 
the transition nearly seamless. “The way we 


practice, the way we coach, the way the 
players practice and grow,” says Mike 
Tressel, “there’s an environment here that 
keeps everyone’s head down and focused. 
One day you look up and all that work 
starts paying off.” 

Dantonio’s mantra of loyalty (many of 
his staffers have been together nine 
seasons) extends to his roster: MSU’s 
two-deep includes 41 players in at least 
their third year in the program, with 
15 fifth-year seniors. It is an extended 
development system nearly nonexistent 
among top-tier programs. Redshirting isn’t 
shrugged off as a non-option for recruits 
hoping to go three-and-out; it is treated as 
a necessity for incubating pros. And when 
the team does have to rely on youth, as it 
has this year at tailback with redshirt 
freshman Madre London and true 
freshman LJ Scott, the army of veterans 
helps smooth out the learning curves. 

But this year’s corps seems particularly 
special. Dantonio’s 2011 and 2012 
recruiting classes didn’t rank in the top 25, 
yet MSU has produced Cook, who is draft 
guru Mel Kiper Jr.’s No. 1 senior QB; 
Calhoun, who would’ve likely been 
a midround pick had he come out; junior 
tight end Josiah Price, who switched from 
defensive end and had three TDs on just 
six catches through three games; junior 
linebacker Riley Bullough, who led the 
team in tackles and sacks through Week 3; 
and junior offensive tackle Jack Conklin, 
a former walk-on who is a potential 
first-round pick. 

But Sparty’s unexpected superstar 
appears to be senior wideout Aaron 
Burbridge, who patiently posted just one 
100-yard game over his first three years 
before opening 2015 with three straight, 
including the most acrobatic catch of the 
season so far, a full-extension, tiptoe-down, 
pylon-bending 28-yard touchdown against 
Air Force, one of three for him on the day. 

The MSU coaches don’t complain about 
working uphill against the brands when it 
comes to recruiting. They play it to their 
advantage in living rooms. Dantonio 
quickly rattles off unheralded preps he 
signed and molded into pros. Trae Waynes, 
for example, who was a three-star recruit 
in the 2011 class and went No. 11 to the 
Vikings this past April. Or Steelers running 
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back Le’Veon Bell and Bengals corner Darqueze 
Dennard, both two-star recruits in 2010 who 
chose Dantonio because he gave them their only 
big-school offer. 

“Practice to me was harder than the games,” 
says Dennard of his maturation at MSU. “We’re 
hitting through the whole week. And then you 
get to the game and you’re used to it. Connor 
Cook, his redshirt year, he was the scout-team 
QB— and it was live on him. So he turned into 
the player that he is because he saw a top-five 
defense. It’s just the way [Dantonio] runs the 
program. He doesn’t care about how many 
stars. If you can play, you play.” 

When Dantonio enters a recruit’s living room 
these days, he doesn’t need to do nearly as much 
selling. Four straight bowl wins, including the 
dramatic 20-point, fourth-quarter comeback to 
beat Baylor on New Year’s Day, speaks for him. 

But don’t let Dantonio fool you. Hart’s slight 
still fires him up. As he quipped on signing day 
back in February, swearing it wasn’t aimed at 
his new colleague in Ann Arbor, “We’re not 
selling hope here. We’re selling results.” 

AFTER THE WIN over Air Force, Cook and a 
handful of standout Spartans enter the Tom and 
Lupe Izzo Family Media Room. They have just 
come from their brand-new locker room down 
the hall, part of a $5.5 million upgrade to the 
Duffy Daugherty Football Building. None of this 
was here when Cook’s 2011 class arrived. In fact, 
when Hart delivered that now-infamous quote, 
he was in a trailer set up for media interviews 


on the north end of Spartan Stadium, which 
underwent its own $24.5 million makeover that 
wrapped last year. But Cook & Co. hope what 
they’ve helped build will turn out to be greater 
than just sparkling facilities. 

“They used to say we couldn’t win the 
conference, and we have,” Cook says. “They 
used to say we couldn’t win the Rose Bowl, 
and we have. They said we couldn’t beat 
Michigan. But we will still have a chip on our 
shoulder, no matter what.” 

Pressed about his coach’s comments that 
the underdog mentality was a thing of the past, 
Cook responds with an equally incredulous 
grin: “Did you see our summer weight room 
shirts?” 

Sure enough, printed right on the shoulder 
is a rendering of a Michigan State helmet- 
sitting in the center of a poker chip. A couple 
of players admit that they continued to wear 
those shirts under their pads in August, 
leading with their chip shoulder so it would 
collide first with the blocking sleds. 

But just how long can a program pretend to 
be underrated and overlooked when it’s 
receiving first-place votes in the AP poll? 

“We’ve still got stuff to move around here,” 
says Williamson, a bit breathless after an 
interception and 64-yard scoop-and-score. He 
catches the eye of Bullough and gives his fellow 
upperclassman a head nod and a wink before 
continuing. “The goal isn’t to be No. 1 right now, 
though, is it? The goal is to be No. 1 in January. 
They can’t ignore you then, can they?” □ 
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This thinking is left over from traditional fantasy 
auction leagues, in which you bid against other own- 
ers for players. In that format if you've filled out your 
roster without spending your entire budget you're left 
wondering whether you could have used that extra 
cash to outbid another owner for better players, 
thus improving your team. In daily fantasy, though, 
having extra cash under the cap is irrelevant as long 
as you've put together a roster that can win. Sure, 
if you haven't tapped out your budget, you should 
consider all angles, looking to see whether there are 
better players you can sgueeze into your lineup. But 
sometimes you can work in a slew of impact players 
at good prices while also pairing up guality stacks, 
all without blowing your budget. This is a quality- 
over-quantity situation. Think of it like buying a car: 

If you have a $50,000 budget, you'll do your research 
and see if you can find the perfect car that fits your 
needs for only $^5,000. There's no sense in spending 
that extra five grand just so you can say you bought 
a $50,000 car. In DFS, if you've done your homework 
and fleshed out what you believe is a winning roster 
that came in under budget, then click "submit" and 
enjoy the ride. -TOM CARPENTER 
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Percentage of all 
wide receiver fantasy points 
generated by yards last 
season in PPR leagues. 


Not exactly. When operating in a point-per-reception 
[PPR] environment it's only natural to be tempted to 
place a fairly high value on the number of receptions a 
wide receiver will post. But the numbers say to fight that 
impulse. Last season in ESPN fantasy leagues, catches 
accounted for 6,308 points scored by wide receivers. That 
was 37 percent of all wide receiver points scored in ESPN 
PPR leagues. [If, as on sites such as Draftings, your 
league gives a three-point bonus to a receiver with 100 
or more receiving yards in a game— a bonus earned by 
wideouts 179 times last season— that total drops to 36 
percent.] True, that 37 percent figure did trump the 2,910 
points scored on the 485 TD receptions wideouts racked 
up [17 percent of points], but it paled in comparison to the 
46 percent of all wide receiver points that were generated 
by yardage in PPR leagues. Every element should be taken 
into account when selecting a wide receiver for a PPR 
roster. But in the end, yardage trumps all when it comes 
to fantasy value. So go for pass catchers who will rack up 
big plays, and treat any per-catch point as the proverbial 
icing on your fantasy cake. — KC JOYNER 
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Andrew Luck, 
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IF IT’S A GUARANTEED 
PRIZE POOL LOCK UP 
A STUD QUARTERBACK. 


There's no doubt that Andrew Luck and Aaron 
Rodgers— who throw for 300-plus yards and multiple 
TDs on a somewhat regular basis— are always going to 
be strong building blocks for your daily fantasy sguad 
in a GPP format. But it's also somewhat of a no-brainer 
strategy, which is exactly why you should avoid it if you're 
staking a claim to the top prize. If your goal is to beat 
out as many people as possible with your picks, then you 
can't simply rely on grabbing one of the four or five stud 
QBs. Doing so puts your team in the same boat as all the 
■other lineups from owners with the same philosophy, and 
with your remaining cap money, the number of different 
otential lineups to choose from will be limited. You're all 
be scraping the bottom of the barrel at either 
running back or wide receiver, and that's where disaster 
looms. Most weeks, you can find a diamond-in-the-rough 
'QB with a strong matchup and at a price that will leave 
you enough cap room to claim two elite receivers. After all, 
last season an average of seven QBs per week threw for 
at least 300 yards and a score. And a good chunk of those 
were bargains. Meanwhile, an average of 7.1 wide receivers 
each week had a 100-yard game and a TD. But given that 
you have to start at least three receivers, having two of the 
top options puts you in a good position not only to finish 
in the money but to do so with fewer copycat lineups that 
would force you to share your winnings. — AJ MASS 


This myth is based on the assumption that if a 
guarterback has a great day passing, the team's 
running game will suffer as a result. And it's true 
that these positions are negatively correlated for 
fantasy points. As the aversion spreads, however, 
there are situations in which you can gain an edge, 
particularly in big tournaments. The first case is 
when you're dealing with receiving backs such as 
Matt Forte, Le'Veon Bell, Fred Jackson, DeMarco 
Murray and Shane Vereen— last season's top five 
backs by receptions. The top three each accounted 
for more than 20 percent of their guarterback's 
completions. Another time to pair a QB with a run- 
ning back? When the game looks like a blowout. 

If a passing team is up by 21 at the half, expect 
a heavy dose of rushing to wind down the clock. 
This is where a solid three-down back on a good 
offense comes into play. Think Murray, Eddie Lacy 
or Frank Gore. Some stacks with running backs 
make sense; some stacks with receivers don't, 
such as wideouts you might pair with a rushing 
QB like Russell Wilson, Colin Kaepernick or Cam 
Newton. Consider each stacking opportunity on 
its own merits rather than falling prey to myths 
of "never" and "always." -RENEE MILLER 
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You took the time to pore over the stats and ponder the 
matchups, so trust yourself when players stand out as 
ones you want. You feel that way for a reason, and as 
long as those players produce the way you projected 
them to, many of your rosters will be in good shape. The 
challenge— and the fun— comes in trying to surround 
those players with the right mix of talent. But let's face it, 
no player is immune to bad games. Take Aaron Rodgers 
and Andrew Luck, two of the highest-scoring players in 
fantasy last season and the only two guarterbacks to 
average more than 20 points per game in ESPN standard 
scoring. According to the ESPN consistency rankings, 
which measures how often a player is elite [top two], 
startable [top 10] or a bust, Rodgers and Luck each had 
a dozen games of being startable, four of which were 
elite— and combined for four in which they bombed 
compared with their peers, finishing outside the top 20. 
There's just no such thing as a sure thing, so protect 
yourself by diversifying your portfolio and entering at 
least a few rosters that aren't built around the same 
two or three studs. -JOE KAISER 


THERE ARE FOOLPROOF 
STODS Y00 ABSOLOTELY 
MOST OSE EVERY 
CORTEST Y00 ENTER. 


Aaron Rodgers 
Packers QB 


qua 

wl 

point 

a 


te 


s th 

III 


OT 


raumoer 
rbacks in 
producec 
an Aaroi 
Andrew 


Wee 

mori 

Rod 

Luck 


kl 

e 

Igers 





EXCLUSIVE ESPN THE MAGAZINE OFFER! 


FREE ENTRY 

INTO A 1-WEEK FANTASY FOOTBALL CONTEST WITH YOUR FIRST DEPOSIT 








A NEW FANTASY 
MILLIONAIRE 

EVERY WEEK 


WINNING IS EASY! 

PICK YOUR SPORT 
PICK YOUR PLAYERS 
PICK UP YOUR CASH 


3 Draft Kings millionaires had Gronk in their 
winning lineups last year! 



DRAFTKINGS.COM/E5PNOWNERS 






WHO'S WHO AMONG 
THE OWNERS PICTURED 
HERE? SEE PAGE 90 
FOR THE FULL LIST. 


Age of the*!9ers' 
Jed York, youngest 
owner in sports. 


Years Ed Snider has 
owned the Flyers, the 
longest ownership 
tenure in the 
four major sports. 

© 

Age of the Bears' 
Virginia Halas 
McCaskey, the 
oldest owner. 



50 ESPN 10.12.2015 


ILLUSTRATION BY ALYCE JONES 


GETTY IMAGES 






henever owners and players go to war, romantics suggest that athletes should not just fight for better pay 
but walk away altogether to start their own league. After all, we pay to see their talent. Before the NBA locks 
out players, it should pit Jerry Reinsdorf vs. Jim Dolan in a game of H-O-R-S-E and see how that draws. 

• But secession never takes off. Athletes make too much in careers that are too short to risk the time needed 
to revolutionize the market. For better or worse, they’re salaried employees. Owners run the show. And so it’s owners who shape the 
long arc of a team’s history, sustaining the persona of the Raiders or Spurs across eras— or molding a new identity for the Cubs or 
Clippers by breaking with the past. • Major sports teams garner owners monopoly rights, barrels of TV cash and public subsidies; 
really, every owner should push the limits of how much money can be made (legally) in this great country. But there is huge variation in 
how owners find GMs, invest in talent, sell tickets, show loyalty to locals. The best owners treat a franchise as a public trust, the worst 
as a plantation. And because of these disparities, some leagues are better positioned to leverage their appeal in coming decades. ► 




THE 

OWNERS 

ISSUE 


NFL teams are worth nearly twice as much as NBA teams— 
an average of $1.97 billion versus $1.11 billion, say the latest data 
from Forbes. And football franchises averaged $76 million in 
profit last year, more than triple the average operating income in 
hoops ($23 million). But if you were to buy into a league today 
based on growth potential, the NBA is the game to join. 

The NFL has grown so popular over the past 50 years that 
many teams are like 19th-century trusts, giant fortunes unto 
themselves built by industrialists. Twelve NFL owners inherited 
their teams; five made their money developing land, four others 
from oil and gas. The roster includes guys who got rich making 
bumpers (the Jaguars’ Shahid Khan), owning car dealerships 
(the Saints’ Tom Benson) and running truck stops (the Browns’ 
Jimmy Haslam)— not to mention a Ford (Martha of the Lions). 
The owners’ backgrounds read like an issue of Fortune from the 
Eisenhower administration. 

In aggregate, these billionaires do a superb job of milking TV 
revenue. And by sharing the trove equally, the NFL makes it easy 
for owners to keep getting richer. But it gives little incentive for 
the worst owners to heed fans and find new ways of reaching the 
masses— or sell to let someone else do a better job. The Redskins 
keep yanking seats out of FedEx Field because DC fans don’t 
want or can’t afford tickets, but Dan Snyder isn’t going anywhere: 
His team is worth nearly $3 billion, third most in the NFL. 

For a long time, the NBA was a risky bet. With teams reliant on 
local support, the worst lost buckets of money, and as recently as 
five years ago, half a dozen franchises were in serious trouble. Then 
two things happened. The prospect of a labor war drew a wave of 
investors who recognized that owners would increase their share of 
revenues by locking out players and who saw distressed teams as 
chances to buy low. A whopping 13 teams have changed hands since 
2010, bringing eight owners into the NBA from the fields of finance 
or technology. Second, Adam Silver became commissioner, looking 
to drastically expand into global markets and onto social media. 

The energy in NBA suites has shifted toward maximizing 
opportunity, not just coasting on TV money. From DC to OKC to 
LA, new, savvy owners have revived franchises by adopting a 
business model used in San Antonio for two decades: Focus 
intensely on customer service at home and popularize the team 
worldwide. The NBA is now the top league on social media, with 
750 million followers or likes and 26.9 billion page views in 
2014— more than half from outside North America. The result: 
NBA teams bought since 2010 have increased in value by an 
annual average of 20.3 percent, versus 17.8 percent for NFL teams. 

MBA types use the term “glocal” to describe companies that are 
global in scope but adapt local products for their customers, like 
regional variations on Big Macs. But big league games are the 
opposite of glocal: They’re local productions consumed as is by as 
many fans as they connect with. Today’s NBA owners understand 
that better than anyone. —PETER KEATING 
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AVERAGE NET WORTH 

AVERAGE OWNERSHIP TENURE 

MLB 

$2,151,30*1,3*18 

MLB 

13.5 years 

NBA 

$3,3*19,218,750 

NBA 

12. *1 years 

NFL 

$2,996,906,250 

NFL 

1*1. *1 years 

NHL 

$2,637,221,6*13 

NHL 

13.1 years 


Estimated net worth, in billions, of Clippers owner 
Steve Ballmer, the richest owner in sports. 
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TOM RICKETTS AND 
RISING STARS KRIS 
BRYANT AND ANTHONY 
RIZZO HOPE TO MAKE 
WAVES IN OCTOBER. 
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Since buying the Cubs, the politically powerful Ricketts family has renovated Wrigley, overhauled the 
organization and ticked off more than a few people. Has the Curse of the Billy Goat finally met its match? 


BY MARIN COGAN 


PHOTOGRAPH BY RAINER HOSCH 








TOM RICKETTS IS STANDING on a ramp at the edge of Wrigley 
Field, outlining his vision for the neighborhood. 

“There’s the office building,” says the Cubs’ co-owner and 
chairman, pointing to the right in the muggy midsummer dusk. 
He draws his finger down to a spot just outside the stadium wall. 
“Everything below is going to be a club for the players.” He says it 
all a little dreamily. “It’s going to be the nicest clubhouse— a big, 
circular clubhouse, and it will have the best weight room, the best 
training room, aquatherapy, all of that. That’ll be here for the 
players who have suffered for a long time at Wrigley Field.” 

As Ricketts, 50, describes his plans for a plaza with a farmers 
market and a 175-room hotel across the street, it’s hard not to 
think of a king surveying his imaginary kingdom. Right now, that 
best-in-the-business clubhouse he speaks of is nothing more 
than a hole in the ground. The office building is just a crosshatch 
of steel beams. The beautiful hotel is a McDonald’s parking lot. 
“That’ll be done in two years,” Ricketts says, turning on one heel 
and bounding up the ramp toward the upper deck. Behind him, a 
lightning storm comes crackling toward Wrigley from the west. 

No franchise in America better exemplifies the tension 
between baseball’s business imperatives and its sentimental 
attachments than the Cubs, which has made transforming 
Wrigleyville a gargantuan task for Ricketts and his three 
siblings. But even that project seems small compared with their 
ultimate goal: When Tom, Laura, Todd and Pete Ricketts bought 
the team in 2009, they took on perhaps the most daunting 
challenge of any team owners— ending the Cubs’ World Series 
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Since buying the 
team, Ricketts 
siblings Pete, Todd, 
Laura and Tom (top 
left photo, from left) 
have reached out to 
fans [with whom 
Tom poses for a 
selfie], spent huge 
money on Joe 
Maddon (far left] 
and Theo Epstein 
and invested in 
young talent such 
as Starlin Castro 
(wearing necklace). 


drought, now at 106 years and counting. 

“We started right off the bat saying 
we’re going to win a World Series,” says 
Laura, 48. “And we’re going to put a team 
on the field every year that can consis- 
tently compete for that.” 

To show they were serious, the siblings 
unveiled plans to modernize the stadium 
and committed to new spring training 
facilities in Arizona and a new baseball 
academy for player development in the 
Dominican Republic. Then in 2011, the 
Ricketts family brought in Theo Epstein, 
the front office wunderkind who led 
Boston to its first World Series title in 86 
years, to run the team’s baseball operations. 

All of these projects were undertaken 
with a better future in mind, though 
perhaps even the Ricketts family didn’t 
realize the future would arrive this quickly. 
The Cubs finished second to last in the 
NL Central from 2010 to 2012 and dead 
last in 2013 and 2014. But now, through a 
rocky and raucous 2015 season fueled by 
Epstein’s inspiring collection of young 
talent, they seem closer to breaking the 
curse than they’ve been since at least 
2008, when they were swept by the 
Dodgers in the first round of the playoffs. 
Two days after Tom Ricketts outlines his 
vision at this mid-August night game 
against the Tigers, the Cubs embark on a 
six-game winning streak. Then they lose 
four. Then Jake Arrieta pitches a no-hitter 
against the Dodgers and the team wins 
13 of the next 19, opening a sizable lead in 
its pursuit of a wild-card spot. However 
this season turns out, the Cubs will be 
on the short list of top World Series 
contenders for 2016— and beyond. 

Ricketts, who looks like Republican 
presidential candidate Ted Cruz in his 
game-day uniform (white dress shirt, 
khakis, Cubs staff badge), makes his way 
through the stadium, performing his 
Wrigley Field ritual. In one hand he holds 
a cinched bag filled with date-inscribed 
baseballs, and with the other he passes 
them out to kids. Grown men ask him for 
selfies; young men give him slapping 
handshakes. The kids who take his 


Net worth of the Ricketts 
family, including patriarch 
Joe, according to Forbes. 
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baseballs don’t really know what to think 
and remember to thank him only when 
their parents nudge: “Now, what do you 
say to Mr. Ricketts?” 

“Some kids are almost like: Why is this 
weird old man giving me this baseball?”’ 
he says, making his way through the mess 
of people zipping from seats to concession 
stands and back again. But Ricketts, who 
manages the day-to-day running of the 
Cubs with Epstein and president of 
business operations Crane Kenney, sees 
handing out baseballs as one of his most 
important tasks. He started doing it five 
years ago to try to reassure fans that he 
and his family aren’t simply a bunch of 
multimillionaires but people who love the 
team as much as anyone. 

It’s been a tough sell. The family 
embodies a heady mishmash of business 
and political ambitions, which sometimes 
contradict each other and occasionally 
clash in an explosive way. Most of the family 
members are high-powered conservatives 
operating in the Democratic stronghold 
of Chicago. Todd and Joe Ricketts, the 
family patriarch, run the Ending Spending 
Action Fund, a super PAC that opposes 
what it deems to be wasteful government 
spending and supports a number of 
high-profile Republican (and a couple 
of Democratic) politicians. Todd, 46, 
also served as the finance co-chair for 
Wisconsin governor Scott Walker’s 
now-defunct presidential campaign. 

Pete, 51, was elected the governor of 
Nebraska as a Republican in 2014. 

Laura, on the other hand, runs a 
super PAC called LPAC, which organizes 
lesbian donors and supports gay rights 
causes, and she was one of the bundlers 
who helped make President Barack 
Obama a financial powerhouse in the 
LGBT community. The siblings brush 
off questions about the potential for 
awkward dinner-table conversations 
around their divergent views. “I just say 
to people, ‘Do you agree with everything 
your brother thinks? No,”’ Laura told me 
in an interview earlier this year. 

Tonight, while Tom mingles his way 


through the upper deck, Laura and Todd sit behind home plate 
with Laura’s 4-year-old daughter, Audrey, and her wife, Brooke. 
(Pete, the governor, makes it to the stadium less frequently these 
days.) Behind them sit Scottie Pippen and, a few seats down, 
supermodel Kate Upton, girlfriend of Tigers pitcher Justin 
Verlander and a friend of the Ricketts family. 

Todd squints at the field and considers whether it’s possible to 
enjoy the games like he did before he took on the responsibilities 
of ownership. (Tom is the only sibling who has a daily role on the 
team. Once a week, he holds a conference call with his siblings, 
who, along with a representative from the Tribune Company, 
make up the rest of the board.) “Mark Twain has a great quote in 
Life on the Mississippi , talking about when he became a riverboat 
captain. And the gist of it is, careful what you gain for what you 
lose,” Todd says. “He talks about how he learned to read the river, 
and he lost a little bit of just enjoying the beauty of the river. I feel 
like sometimes I lose a bit of that, like, just pure passion.” 

But let’s not get too sentimental here. He also wants to win. 
“When it happens, I think it’ll be a celebration the likes of which 
we have never really seen in this country for any event.” 

Never been seen for any event? 

“Yeah,” he says. “And it’s not going to be, like, a flip-over-the- 
cars-and-light-them-on-fire sort of party. I think it’s going to be a 
happier event than that. It’ll be big.” 

As Laura and Brooke talk about their June wedding— they got 
married 20 days before the U.S. Supreme Court legalized same-sex 
marriage, capping off a battle Laura has been fighting in the 
Midwest for years— phones begin buzzing with a weather alert. 
EMERGENCY FLOOD WARNING IN YOUR AREA, SEEK SHELTER 

immediately. Just then, the lightning that’s been rolling in for the 
past hour breaks, and water comes pouring out of the sky so fast 
and so heavy, it seems possible that it might flood Wrigley instantly. 
Fans, owners, basketball stars and supermodels go lurching toward 
the shelter of the concourse. 

FIFTEEN MINUTES LATER, Upton is holding court at a table in a 
Wrigley box suite as Tom Ricketts buzzes around the room ordering 
drinks for guests and conferring with staff about the rain. Laura 
and her family went home when the storm broke, but around the 
table are Todd Ricketts; Upton’s cousin and their friends; Brian 
Baker, who helps run the Ending Spending super PAC; Charlie 
Spies, who was chief financial officer for Mitt Romney’s 2008 
presidential bid; and airplane pilots who are there to fly vintage 
P-51 Mustangs over Wrigley the next night. Upton is telling a story 
about her boyfriend, Verlander, at his career low point in 2014. 

“It was my birthday, and he had probably like his worst game 
ever, and no one had any idea how he’d respond to his worst game 
ever,” Upton says. “He vented to me in the car and was like, 1 am 
going to get blackout drunk.’ So a bunch of us went out and got 
blackout drunk! I had really good plans to eat popcorn and watch 
a movie, but he was like, T don’t want to think about it, at all.’” 


Later, Upton recounts how she became 
friends with the Ricketts family on her 
21st birthday two years ago. Standing in 
the elevator of her New York apartment 
building, she heard a voice that sounded 
like her dad’s making jokes about hitting all 
of the buttons on the elevator before they 
got off at their floor. “I was like, ‘God, he’s 
making stupid jokes. He’s so annoying.’” 
Then she looked up and realized the man 
was her uncle, Fred Upton. “I was like, 
‘Uncle Fred! I’m related to you.’” Her uncle, 
a Republican congressman from Michigan, 
was in town for a meeting with the Ricketts 
family. Kate went to her apartment, threw 
on some clothes and joined the party. 

“And I had to help her out of the 
elevator when she came home from the 
club,” Todd adds. 

“Yeah, I was throwing up at his parents’ 
house. It was so embarrassing,” she says. 
“Just kidding!” 

This is the kind of gathering that could 
be plausibly hosted only by the politically 
connected mega-rich— hardly a scene the 
Ricketts kids were used to until very 
recently. They grew up as the poorer kids 
in a nice neighborhood in Omaha, 
Nebraska, the children of a small-business 
owner who went to college only because 
his father told him he’d never make it in 
the family carpentry trade. Their mom, 
Marlene, a sarcastic, baseball-loving 
teacher, quit her job to work for her 
husband’s experimental new brokerage 
firm, which later became the first to allow 
customers to make trades using their 
touch-tone phones. They furnished the 
house creatively, using discount office 
furniture in the dining room and plastic 
tablecloths as curtains. The boys had paper 
routes and fast-food service jobs. Week- 
ends, according to the stern patriarch, 
were not for cartoons but for chores. 

After high school, the kids made their 
way to Chicago for college: Pete, Tom and 
Laura to the University of Chicago, Todd 
to Loyola University. One by one, they fell 
in love with the city, which meant falling 
in love with the Cubs— with the party 
atmosphere of Wrigley ’s center-field 
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bleachers, with the belief that cheering for 
the lovable losers was their civic duty. Tom 
and Laura met their future wives there. In 
1990, when Tom and Pete were sharing an 
apartment above a sports bar across the 
street from the stadium, Tom wrote on his 
business school application that his dream 
job was to own a major league baseball 
team. “But as I’ll never have a hundred 



THEY COLLECT CARDS, 

FOR MILLIONS! 

Owners need 'em but mostly 
got 'em. Don't expect to see 
any of Ken Kendrick's 10,000 
baseball cards flapping on 
the spokes of his Schwinn— 
especially his 1909 Honus 
Wagner, purchased for a cool 
$2.8 million. Baseball Hall of 
Fame president Jeff Idelson, 
whose museum has its own 
130,000-card collection, 
calls the D-backs owner's 
collection the "ultimate set" 
due to its condition and rarity. 
Just wait until Idelson gets a 
look at Kendrick's complete 
set of Mint-10 Pokemon. 
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Seahawks owner Paul 
Allen, the $18 billion 
co-founder of Microsoft, 
is the NFL's richest and 
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a fleet of airworthy planes. 
That firepower should 
come in handy if the next 
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His centerpiece is Norman 
Rockwell's "Coin Toss," 
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million. That same year, he 
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valued at $^ billion— for 
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million dollars, it might be a minor league 
baseball team,” he remembers writing. 

Seven years later, Ameritrade went 
public, and the Rickettses became one 
of the wealthiest families in America. 

A decade after that, when the Tribune 
Company began signaling that it might 
sell the Cubs, the possibility of owning a 
major league team didn’t seem so 
ridiculous anymore. 

When his kids first floated the idea, Joe 
could hardly imagine having the patience to 
sit through a game, let alone run a team as 
desperately in need of revamping as the 
Cubs. So they took him to one of the 
rooftop bleacher businesses overlooking 
the stadium, hoping to impress him with 
the view. They pitched the purchase as an 
opportunity to do something meaningful- 
something ambitious— and to do it as a 
family. That convinced him. After putting 
together a team of advisers and going 
through what Joe called “the most compli- 
cated deal I’ve ever seen,” the Ricketts 
siblings, using a family trust and acquiring 
a lot of debt, bought the team and Wrigley 
Field for $845 million in October 2009. 

At first, the Rickettses were seen in 
Chicago as saviors— human, Cubs-loving 
faces in place of a corporate ownership 
group that had been in financial trouble 
for years and had taken the team to the 
playoffs just six times in its 28-year 
tenure. But as the Cubs kept losing and 
the family’s political and business interests 


crossed streams with the team’s venerable traditions, they began 
to encounter opposition. 

The siblings knew they’d need to renovate Wrigley, whose beloved 
reputation belied out-of-date facilities. But the stadium, built in 
1914, was designated a historic landmark more than a decade ago, 
meaning many changes would have to go through a complex 
approval process involving a local commission, an alderman and 
the mayor’s office. It’s an unusual situation in professional sports: 
The Ricketts family owns the facility in which its team plays, but 
it’s uniquely beholden to the city and neighborhood. 

Initially, the family asked to use public funds, first from the 
state and then from city amusement tax revenues, to help pay for 
upgrades. But during the 2012 presidential campaign, The New 
York Times reported that Joe Ricketts was considering a proposal 
for a $10 million investment to fund a series of ads meant to tie 
Obama to his controversial former pastor in Chicago, Jeremiah 
Wright. Although Joe said he never intended to go forward with 
the plan, prominent city Democrats— the people the Ricketts family 
needed to approve its funding request— were furious. An aide to 
Mayor Rahm Emanuel, Obama’s former chief of staff, said Emanuel 
was “livid” that the family would dare ask for money for the 
Cubs— in the midst of a budget crisis, no less!— while considering a 
$10 million smear campaign. Tom Ricketts tried to point out that 
his dad wasn’t the owner of the team, but it wasn’t enough: The 
proposal to spend public funds was dead. The renovations are now 
being privately funded, with a little help from new investors. 

Meanwhile, the family brought a business school mentality that 
some longtime staffers felt failed to appreciate their institutional 
knowledge. Says one former employee: “We had a line around 
the office that went something like, We used to be run by a large 
corporation that felt like a family; now we’re run by a family 


that feels like a large corporation.’” 

The rooftop bleachers presented another 
set of challenges. In 2004, under the 
Tribune’s ownership, the Cubs and most of 
the rooftop owners came to an agreement: 
The businesses would turn over 17 percent 
of their profits in exchange for a promise 
that their views into Wrigley would remain 
for the next 20 years. But not long after the 
Ricketts family bought the team, the Cubs 
complained— privately and publicly— that 
the rooftop businesses were siphoning 
money from the franchise, according to a 
lawsuit filed by the rooftop owners earlier 
this year. The Rickettses’ renovation plan 
included expanding Wrigley ’s own 
bleachers and adding large video boards 
to generate revenue, which would have 
blocked some views. The family tried to 
buy some of the properties and, the suit 
claims, threatened that it would further 
block the views if the owners failed to sell. 
After several rounds of back and forth, the 
team won approval from the city to move 
forward with its renovations. Tom Ricketts 
initially said he wouldn’t proceed without 
a guarantee from the rooftop owners that 
they wouldn’t sue, but when those talks 
failed, he said the club would move 
forward anyway. “My family’s plans for 
Wrigley Field have gotten lost in a dispute 
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TODD RICKETTS ON WHEN THE CUBS WIN THE WORLD SERIES 



with the rooftops,” he said in a May 2014 video addressed to fans. 
“We cannot delay any longer. The time to build a winner is now.” 

The video stoked a sense that the Ricketts family was conflating 
renovating the stadium with winning a World Series— as though 
one would necessarily follow the other— and portraying those who 
disagreed with the plan as a roadblock on the path to a champion- 
ship. The tension wasn’t helped by the fact that the Cubs were 
playing terribly and stadium attendance had dropped. (It might or 
might not have been a coincidence that in 2013, in the midst of 
the standoff, a severed goat’s head addressed to Tom Ricketts was 
delivered to Wrigley Field.) 

Since then, the Ricketts family has moved ahead with its 
renovation plans and bought six of the rooftop buildings, most 
recently three in May. A judge rejected a request by the rooftop 
owners to halt construction of a video board in right field, though 
the broader suit is still pending in federal court. Relations are 
calmer now, but Jim Spencer, president of the East Lakeview 
Neighbors Association, says there’s “a very strong sense of 
wariness or distrust” about the team’s intentions for the neighbor- 
hood. “Their plans, I would say, are attractive— it does look like 
they’re making some much-needed and widely appreciated 
aesthetic improvements,” Spencer says. But he adds, “I don’t 
think they care about the neighborhood.” 

TO PASS TIME in the suite during the rain delay, Todd entertains 
Upton and her entourage with tales of his turn on Undercover 
Boss, a CBS reality show in which executives don disguises and try 
their hand at the most menial tasks needed to make their busi- 
nesses run. When Todd was on the show, he says, he was amazed at 
how easy it was to disguise the fact that he was a co-owner. “I had a 
beard, and I was wearing these glasses,” he says, lifting an old pair 
of Ray-Bans from the bridge of his nose, “and a Cubs shirt.” 


“I need that disguise!” Upton says. 

“It’s simple,” one of the men teases her. 
“Just don’t shave your face.” 

“I have a start!” she jokes. “I have a little 
upper lip hair. I have to wax it a bit.” 

“I do all sorts of manscaping,” Todd 
responds. 

Baker, the political aide and protector 
of the Ricketts brand, steps in to try to 
shut him up. “All right, all right, all right!” 
he says. “That’s what we don’t need.” 

But Todd isn’t finished. He has a vision 
for this article, one he brings up more 
than once. He’s even written his own 
headline: “Cubs owner Todd Ricketts and 
his good friend Kate in the Owners’ Body 
Issue.” He says to Upton: “Will you do 
that with me?” 

“Sure!” she says. “100 percent!” They 
high-five. 

It goes on like this for more than two 
hours, as the rain pours and the conversa- 
tion drifts from Undercover Boss to the 
perils and paradoxes of online dating to 
when the players might get back onto the 
field. Tom Ricketts hovers on the edge of 
the crowd and takes it all in. “Once you 
make a rain-delay friend,” he says, “you’re 
friends for life.” 

BY 10:30, THE clouds finally break, and 
what remains of the crowd heads back to 


the seats for the last six innings. The Cubs 
are losing, but as we sit on damp seats 
amid beer cups filled with rainwater, Tom 
is the only one who seems really concerned. 

In this season of hope, a loss might not 
hurt as much as it used to. Through a 
combination of business savvy, genuine 
love for the team and enormous piles of 
cash, the Ricketts family is winning. It’s 
getting its renovations. Ticket sales are 
back on the rise. And thanks to Epstein’s 
youth movement, the team is doing well. 
Increasingly, the critics’ grumbling must 
be done under their breath. Of the many 
neighbors, former employees and city 
officials I contacted who have butted heads 
with the family, nearly all refused to talk 
on the record— no one wants to be seen as 
hating the Cubs when they’re winning. 

“When we took ownership of the team, 
we were the new thing that was unknown 
to everybody,” Todd says. “We were really 
the thing that people wanted to see and 
get to know. And there’s been a natural 
transition from us being the story to Theo 
being the story, and now players are the 
story. And I think that’s a much more 
natural position for the team to be in.” 

“We’ve always felt like owners should be 
seen and not heard,” Tom adds. “At first, 
we had to make sure everyone knew that 
we had a plan. That was the biggest 
question I got the first year: What’s our 
plan? And then, once the plan was in 
place, to explain what that plan was and 
then just to execute it.” 

By now, it’s past midnight, and the 
Tigers are on the brink of winning. We’re 
all several beers deep. I get up to go to the 
bathroom, but Todd tells me to be patient. 
There is no way I can be that patient. 

“OK,” he says as I scoot past him. “But 
if you’ve come back and we’ve won, don’t 
be surprised.” 

A few moments later, I hear the 
announcer call the end of the game. The 
Cubs, of course, haven’t won. By the time 
I make it back to our seats, the Ricketts 
brothers are already gone into the night. 

They are not the type of people to dwell 
on a loss. □ 
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Two years after being named NBPA president, the Clippers guard dishes for the first time on Michele Roberts, 
Donald Sterling and the players' looming battle with owners. [Hint: They want revenge.] 
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THE 

OWNERS 

ISSUE 


A FEW DOZEN of Chris Paul’s business 
associates and family members have 
gathered at the sleek BOA Steakhouse on 

Sunset Boulevard in West Hollywood. It’s 
July 2013, and Paul is seated at a table in 
front of his guests, with his 4-year-old son 
and 11-month-old daughter taking turns 
sitting on his lap. In moments, he’ll set 
in motion a course of events that will 
ultimately change the NBA. He picks up 
a pen and signs the biggest contract of 
his life: a five-year, $107 million deal 
with the Clippers. 

Amid dinner and drinks and toasts, 

Paul rises and speaks, giving thanks. At 
every seat he’s placed a Moleskine journal, 
with a simple, handwritten message 
inside. “On the first page, I wrote ‘More,’ 
and that was the only thing I wrote in 
there,” he says. “The message was, a lot 
of times in life we all think that we’ve 
done enough or we do enough to just get 
by, and this wasn’t just a challenge to 
them, it was a challenge to myself, just 
to do more.” 

One month later, after Paul quietly put 
his name on the ballot for union presi- 
dent, the NBA’s player representatives 
gathered in Las Vegas, where they voted 
Paul to be their leader. The move had 
been a long time coming. 

Two years earlier, in 2011, Paul had felt 
the weight of the NBA’s power— and 
hadn’t much liked the experience. The 


He's a man of 
few words, but 
owners, beware: 
Chris Paul is 
the straw that 
stirs the drink. 


Hornets, who had been taken over by the 
league to bail out struggling owner 
George Shinn, had arranged to trade Paul 
to the Lakers, but then-commissioner 
David Stern vetoed the deal. To this day, 
Paul still doesn’t like discussing it. But his 
older brother, C. J. Paul, characterized it 
as a wake-up call. Chris, C. J. recalls, 
began working the phones, getting Stern 
on the line: “Stern said, ‘Go to practice 
tomorrow and be prepared to play the 
season in New Orleans.’” Chris, C.J. says, 
laughed— and called the union. 

Paul was sent to the Clippers instead, 
making him lead dog on a team that 
would soon become one of the NBA’s best. 
But the situation left a mark. “The league 
has a power that not many people are 
aware of,” C.J. says. The botched deal 
“pushed Chris to get more involved in the 
union, to stand up for player rights.” 

It’s mid-September now, a different 
year, a different restaurant on Sunset 


Boulevard, inside the Luxe hotel, and 
Paul is sitting at a small table. He’s clearly 
been here awhile. There’s no party and no 
guest list, just his publicist, Karen Lee, 
who’s seated to his left. We’re supposed to 
meet at 2, and I’m 10 minutes early. In 
front of him is a salad, half finished. 

“I hope you don’t mind,” he says. “I 
started eating already.” 

The archetypal union leader is blustery 
and bombastic, full of righteous venom 
for management. Paul is not this way. He 
is quiet, purposeful, poised to deflect. 

He tenses when asked anything he deems 
private, addressing issues carefully, even 
evasively. One could read this as a sign 
that he’s in over his head, doesn’t know 
the issues or is merely a show horse, 
lending his big name to the cause. 

Or perhaps his reticence is canniness, 
an early strategy in what might well be 
the most epic sports labor battle in 
decades. The NBPA recently engaged in 
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the tentative, early stages of negotiations with the league, but 
owners know what’s surely coming— the revenge of players past. 

The last time the union negotiated a labor contract, in 2011, 
it took the equivalent of a forearm to the chin, agreeing to a 
7 percent cut in shared revenue after the owners closed their 
doors for 16 games and threatened to shutter them for the season. 
Talks were contentious; many players at the time felt owners had 
cooked the books to show losses that did not exist. 

Today, the stakes are even higher. A nine-year, $24 billion TV 
contract with ESPN and Turner starts next year, and players and 
owners will fight over how best to divvy up the new revenue. 
Although the NBA-NBPA deal runs through 2020-21, either side 
can opt out in the summer of 2017, setting the stage for the third 
work stoppage in 18 years. Paul and his union won’t reveal their 
plans, but opting out seems a likely scenario if fundamental 
changes like an expanded share of revenue and a loosened salary 
cap aren’t made. And Paul, one suspects, is not a man who is all 
that inclined to get played. 

“You know how tenacious he is on the court?” says Cavaliers 
veteran James Jones, who serves on the NBPA’s executive 
committee. “It’s no different behind the scenes in our meetings. 
Chris starts the conversation and finishes the conversation.” 

PAUL GREW UP in a churchgoing, working-class family in 
Winston-Salem, North Carolina— the kind of family in which you 
knew your role, minded your manners and followed the loving 
and sometimes stern dictates of your elders. “If I talk about the 
No. 1 leader I ever met,” he says, “it’s my dad.” 

In the 1980s, when Chris was a toddler, Charles Paul ran an 
assembly line building circuit boards for AT&T, a workplace 
organized by the Communication Workers of America. Twice, his 
union went on strike, ultimately winning pay raises, better health 
plans and stronger pensions. But it wasn’t easy. 

“I was at home awhile, and there was no money coming in,” 
Charles says. “We had to take on loans to pay our bills and make 
ends meet. But our union was trying to make a point.” 

Chris was too young at the time to remember the strikes now. 
But a tone in the family was set: Being a member of a union is 
something to be proud of. Being a leader is even better. 

In football, Chris played two positions: quarterback and the 
quarterback of the defense— middle linebacker. On the court, 
he played one: point guard. “Distributing,” he says, “making 
everyone better.” He was also the senior class president at 
West Forsyth High School. “It has definitely been in his nature 
to always be a leader,” C. J. says. 

In the NBA, Paul has been close to players since his early years 
in New Orleans, where his condo was a crash pad for visiting 
teams. And he’s still at it. This summer, at his Bel-Air mansion, he 
hosted a barbecue for a group of rookies. It was a chance to prep 
them on the NBA— and get them in line with the union. “He has 
ties with so many of us, and that means guys naturally just listen to 


what he says,” NBA vet John Lucas III says. 
“What he says carries real weight.” 

The weight will be needed. The NBPA 
has long been led by NBA stars— it was 
formed by one of the league’s most iconic 
players, Celtics great Bob Cousy, who led 
it from 1954 to 1958. The union wasn’t 
officially recognized by NBA owners until 
1964, when top players— Bill Russell, Wilt 
Chamberlain, Jerry West— threatened to 
strike before the All-Star Game. The 
game’s best-known stars would continue 
to have a strong hand in union affairs for 
decades, but after Patrick Ewing stepped 
down from the presidency in 2001, the 
makeup changed. “The top guys began to 
clear out of the union because it was run 
so badly,” says David Falk, one of the most 
prominent agents in NBA history. 

In 2013, Billy Hunter, executive director 
of the union, was fired amid allegations of 
fiscal mismanagement and cronyism. And 
Paul— who started as a player representa- 
tive for New Orleans— was on a committee 
that voted unanimously to oust NBA 
veteran Derek Fisher as president for, 
among other causes, acting “in contraven- 
tion of the players’ best interests during 
collective bargaining.” 

Picking at his salad, Paul doesn’t want 
to talk about the past. What matters, he 
says, is the repair work that’s being done. 
There’s LeBron James and Steph Curry 
on the union board. There’s the beefed- 
up executive staff at its New York 
headquarters, all set to move into a new 
47, 000 -square-foot space featuring a 
basketball court and training rooms. 
There’s the emphasis on player education: 
classes on money management and 
post-retirement careers. There’s the 
constant stream of communication, Paul 
a regular at union meetings or on the 
phone with players and agents. “Rebrand- 
ing the union,” he says. “The biggest thing 
we wanted all the players to know is that 
this is your union. We are one.” 

CHRIS PAUL MET Michele Roberts for the 
first time at a meeting inside the Chicago 
offices of Reilly Partners, an executive 





COLD HARD FACTS 


NET WORTH 


The NBA's new TV rights deal 
is kind of a big deal. Here are 
the financials that have the 
whole league calling bank. 



Percent increase of the NBA 
new nine-year, $2.6B annual TV 
pact with ESPN and Turner. 
Beginning in 2016, it nearly 
triples the current $930M haul. 



Percent jump in Forbes 
annual valuation of NBA 
teams, the biggest annual 
gain since the company 



search firm. It was January 2014, the 
Clippers were in town to play the Bulls, 
and Paul was using his spare time to 
interview candidates for the executive 
director position that had been dormant 
since Hunter’s departure. 

A longtime Wizards season-ticket 
holder, Roberts was raised in the Bronx 
housing projects by a single mother before 
going on to a career as a prominent 
criminal defense attorney and then as a 
partner in one of Washington’s most 
prestigious white-collar law firms. She’d 
been a long shot for the NBPA job, one of 
roughly 300 candidates, a black woman 
without experience in labor relations or 
professional sports, in which no woman of 
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PRESIDENT 

PAUL'S 

AGENDA 


8.21.13 POINT TAKEN 

Chris Paul becomes 
president of the NBPA 
six months after the 
firing of executive 
director Billy Hunter. 


4.26.14 FIRING BACK 

Sacramento Mayor 
Kevin Johnson and Paul 
call for an investigation 
into Donald Sterling s 
racist comments. 


7.29.14 POWER PLAY 

After Paul lobbies on 
her behalf, Michele 
Roberts is named NBPA 
executive director with 
32 of 36 votes. 


2.13.15 UMMM... NO 

The union rejects the 
league's cap-smoothing 
proposal, which would 
have gradually phased 
in new TV revenue. 


9.8.15 SMOOTH MOVE 

As CBA talks begin, the 
NBPA sells its Harlem 
digs to finance a new 
47,000-square-foot 
space in Midtown. 


any color had ever held a similar position. 

Paul was the only player at the meeting, 
which was attended by a union executive 
and members of the search firm. She 
recalls heading to the sit-down wondering 
if the engagement of star players would be 
merely superficial. Would this he the case 
with Chris Paul? she remembers thinking. 
Just a few minutes into the conversation, 
the answer was clear. “Not. At. All,” she 
says, pausing between words for emphasis. 

Before asking questions, Paul detailed 
how unmoored the union had become in 
the wake of Hunter’s regime. “I remember 
thinking he was personally wounded by 
that whole experience,” Roberts says. 

Then he grilled Roberts for nearly an 
hour, quizzing her on the issues and the 
collective bargaining agreement. “Chris 
was essentially saying, ‘I am serious about 
this,’” she recalls. “‘If you are not, you need 
to take a walk, because I am not having it.’ 
You couldn’t help but be impressed.” 

Roberts got the job. Paul calls the hire 
the most significant thing the NBPA has 
done on his watch. “At first there was a 
little bit of, um, hesitancy to elect a 
woman,” Pistons forward and union VP 
Anthony Tolliver says. “Not because we’re 
sexist, but we just weren’t quite sure how 
our guys were going to react to that. But 
Chris was adamant. He thought she’d be 
the best leader. By the end of the process, 
every single guy on our committee 
thought she was the best candidate. Chris 
said that from the beginning. We ended 
up following his lead.” 

As soon as Roberts was hired, she 
came out firing— questioning the salary 
cap, shooting down NBA commissioner 
Adam Silver’s proposal that money 
from the new TV deals be phased slowly 
into the league, wondering aloud about 
how much time the media should be 
allowed in locker rooms and why age 
limits exist. But over the past few months, 
the rhetoric has calmed, as if the early, 
aggressive stances were part of a strategy: 
Come out guns blazing, retreat, negotiate. 


“WHDIEVEI 
SOMEBOBY BRM6S 
IT UP, MY MINI 
JUST STMTS 
G0MGIHGIK1ES.” 

CHRIS PAUL, ON THE RACIST BELIEFS OF FORMER 
CLIPPERS OWNER DONALD STERLING 



Paul and Roberts have agreed to play nice. “I made a promise 
to the commissioner, and he agreed to reciprocate,” Roberts 
says. “We would try to avoid discussing specifics in the media.” 
Silver too is adhering to the agreement, calling Paul “smart, 
thoughtful and inquisitive.” 

Today, the union’s official stance is that it would like to get a 
deal done before 2017— maybe even this season— ahead of the 
time that talk of a work stoppage would pick up steam. 

“Over the next six, seven months,” Paul says, “we’ll have the 
opportunity to have those conversations with the NBA and Adam 
and see where we go from there.” 

PAUL FEELS COMFORTABLE discussing many things— anything, it 
seems, other than union business. He’s at ease talking family. Or 
charity work. Or friendships: the mentoring he’s received from 
Lions coach Jim Caldwell, from Jay Z, from Disney chairman and 
chief executive Bob Iger. (Disney owns ESPN.) Ask about the 
odious beliefs of former Clippers owner Donald Sterling, though, 
and conversation stalls. 

“Whenever somebody brings it up, my mind just starts going 
in circles,” he says. He doesn’t discuss how he worked behind 
the scenes to calm teammates. He doesn’t mention his call to 
Sacramento Mayor Kevin Johnson, asking the former NBA star to 
be the union voice on Sterling while the Clippers focused on the 
playoffs. Nor does he talk about the demands from players to Silver 


that Sterling be stripped of ownership. 

When I ask about his relationship with 
Silver, Paul is guarded. “I know Adam 
really well. We communicate at different 
times and different things like that.” 

When I ask what he’d like to work on 
with Silver, he leans back and grimaces. 
He looks at Karen Lee, the publicist. He 
wants to cite an issue that came up during 
a recent season— but not on the record. 
Lee asks that my recorder be turned off. 

Paul recounts an innocuous vignette 
showing that he and Silver have a good 
relationship. It casts both in a positive 
light. I urge him to tell it on the record, but 
he doesn’t want the details known. Private 
discussions, he says, should stay private. 

We continue. Silver has said that some 
franchises are struggling. What does Paul 
think? The restaurant is still. “That’s why 
we’ve got a lot of talking to do,” Paul says. 

I say I’ve often wondered why the 
players or the league would want to risk 
a work stoppage now, with the NBA’s 
increasing popularity, the new revenue, 
with franchises selling for crazy amounts. 
The Kings for $534 million, the Hawks 
for $850 million, Paul’s own Clippers for 
a mind-boggling $2 billion. 

“I’ve never been in this situation,” Paul 
says. “You know, going through what 
we’re about to. I would say, hopefully, no 
work stoppage or anything like that. 

That’s the ultimate goal.” 

I press. He looks me in the eye, smiling. 
He’s not going to show his cards. After a 
while, Lee chimes in. The negotiations, 
she says, “will be tough but respectful. Is 
that a good way to put it?” 

And that is when Paul’s competitiveness 
begins to show. A beat passes. Then two. 
He sits straighter in his chair. There’s a 
look in his eyes familiar to anyone who has 
watched him deep in the fourth quarter, 
homing in on an opponent or yelling at 
DeAndre Jordan. There’s that edge. He 
wants to say more, but he won’t. 

Respectful but tough? 

“Very,” he says. “Very.” D 
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MUTE 


For 13 years now, we've asked you to rate your favorite team in 
the categories that matter most to fans, from championships to 
cheap seats. Then, based on your feedback, we've ranked every 
pro franchise. Who's No. 1 this time? For the second year in a row, 
it's the Spurs, who combine winning fan relations with winning 
personalities— plus, you know, lots of actual wins. 

BY PETER KEATING 


m ESPN 10.12.2015 





THERE’S THE SPURS ... AND EVERYBODY ELSE 

The Spurs finished in the top 10 in seven of our eight fields. [They took 
16th in stadium experience. Que lastima!) Here's the top team in each. 


FAN RELATIONS 

► SAN ANTONIO SPURS 

OWNERSHIP 

► SAN ANTONIO SPURS 

PLAYERS 

► SAN ANTONIO SPURS 

COACHING 

► SAN ANTONIO SPURS 

BANG FOR THE BUCK 

ANAHEIM DUCKS 

AFFORDABILITY 

MEMPHIS GRIZZLIES 

STADIUM EXPERIENCE 

SAN FRANCISCO GIANTS 

TITLE TRACK 

CHICAGO BLACKHAWKS 


THE BEST OWNER IN SPORTS 

The quickest way to become a popular owner? See your team win five 
championships under your watch [1999, 2003, 2005, 2007, 2014]. 

No surprise, then, that for four years in a row, Peter Holt has finished 
No. 1 in our rankings. Here is sports' most popular owner by the numbers. 



r 



[] 

L9 

1 ] 

L 


A 


r 


"I 

[ . 

5 


L 


A 


Benjamin Holt, 
Peter's great-grand- 
father, invented 
the crawler tractor 
110 years ago; the 
family company 
later became 
Caterpillar, with its 
largest dealership 
in San Antonio. 


Holt joined 19 
ownership partners 
in '96 to keep the 
Spurs in San Antonio. 
Other than adding 
the Admiral [David 
Robinson] and losing 
a general [the late 
Robert McDermott], 
that group is intact. 


Holt earned five 
medals (a Silver 
Star, three Bronze 
Stars and a Purple 
Heart] after serving 
in the 25th Infantry 
Division in Vietnam. 
He joined the Army 
on a judge's order 
after a car chase. 


THE BEST COACH IN SPORTS 

The coach would abhor these rankings. Gregg Popovich prefers you 
don't discuss, venerate or glorify his contributions to a game he 
has cultivated and cherished for more than four decades. 

Recognition is contrary to the core of what he has propagated in 
San Antonio: selfless, understated, seamless teamwork predicated 
on cutting, screening, ball movement and, above all, trust. 

But sustained excellence devoid of ostentatious supernovas 
elicits ... yawns. President Barack Obama acknowledged during the 
team's White House visit in January that the prevailing opinion of 
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LOOK FOR MORE ON THE ULTIMATE 
STANDINGS-INCLUDING AN 
INTERVIEW WITH MANU GINOBILI, 
REPPING THIS YEAR'S PLAYERS 
TOP SPOT-AND WRITE-UPS ON 
ALL 122 TEAMS ON ESPN.COM 


the Spurs was they were "not just old but kind of 
boring"— just how Popovich wants it. 

His story— his team's story— isn't for sale. It's 
private, sacred. Popovich gripes about bookshelves 
cluttered with how-to manuals by coaches. The 
phenomenon, he once confided, "makes me puke." 

Of course. Pop's own career is a how-to for, well, 
winning: "The things Pop did instinctively through 
intellect now all have labels and titles," says former 
Spurs assistant [and current Sixers coach] Brett 
Brown. It was Pop whose fixation on European 
basketball led to an influx of global players. Pop who 

; 

identified the corner 3 as one of the most valuable 
shots in basketball. Pop who once sat Tim Duncan 
and scribbled the cause of the DNP as, simply, "old." 

Duncan is still old. The Spurs are still boring. Their 
coach is still winning and still wishing you hadn't 
noticed. -JACKIE MacMULLAN 


THE BEST FAN RELATIONS IN SPORTS 

From Seat 21 in the first row of Section 231, Barbara Bowden, a 76-year-old 
San Antonio native, has watched Spurs games since 1999, wearing a leather vest 
that features every lapel pin handed out by the team to season-ticket holders. 

She's known around the AT&T Center as Spurs Mom and regularly bakes 
fudge for the team's Silver Dancers, the mascot, Coyote, and other employees. 
[For a few years, before the front office introduced stricter nutritional 
standards, Bowden also delivered fudge to the players.] 

"I just love each and every one of them for the care that they give," Bowden 
says of the staffers she's met thanks to her $l,320-per-year season ticket. 
"We've gotten to know the people behind the snack bar. We know the guy on 
the door. We know the elevator operators. They're glad to see us. I've got all 
of them praying for me for this cancer that they discovered in April." 

Now undergoing her fourth and final chemotherapy treatment for lung 
cancer, Bowden says the organization has "taken me in like family," and 
"I guarantee you when the Spurs open, I'm gonna be there— hair or no hair. 
I'm sitting in 21." -MICHAEL C. WRIGHT 


2 MEMPHIS GRIZZLIES 

3 TAMPA BAY LIGHTNING 

4 ANAHEIM DUCKS 

5 SEATTLE SEAHAWKS 


THE ULTIMATE STAYING POWER 







Along with the Spurs [our fearless 
standings leaders]. Green Bay is the only 
team to finish in the top 10 every year since 
2010. Cheesehead fans haven't voted the 
Packers into the top spot since 2011, the 
year after their Super Bowl win, but another 
title for Aaron Rodgers & Co. would see 
them skyrocket back up these rankings. 


7 OKLAHOMA CITY THONDER 


UPSTANDING CITIZENS 


C 

THE ULTIMATE RISERS 


The Pack have been in the top 10 for six straight years. 



2010 
RANK: 9 



P TTSBURGH 
P RATES 

The Jolly Roger isn't the only thing the 
Pirates are raising— they're the only team 
to have moved up in the standings each 
year since 2009 [from 9*1 to 82 to 70 to 
5*1 to 52 to 22 to 8]. Plunder the lox! 
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THE ULTIMATE VALUE 




AVERAGE TICKET PRICE COMPARED WITH WIN PERCENTAGE 


The Warriors won 81.7 percent of their games last 
season— and still undercut the average NBA ticket price. 


• new YORK KNICKS 


GOLDEN STATE 


— $120 


$100 




Talk about a bargain: The Warriors had the best combination 
of success [67 wins and, uh, a title] and affordable prices 
[a $*17.38 average ticket, more than six bucks below the league 
average]. That outlier waaaay on the other side of the value 
equation? Ladies and gentlemen, your New York Knicks! 
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17 

Chicago Blackhawks 

26 

San Francisco Giants 

18 

Baltimore Ravens 

27 

Nashville Predators 

19 

Columbus Blue Jackets 

28 

Los Angeles Angels 

20 

Denver Broncos 

29 

Atlanta Hawks 

21 

Miami Heat 

30 

Pittsburgh Steelers 

22 

Dallas Mavericks 

31 

Pittsburgh Penguins 

23 

Baltimore Orioles 

32 

Arizona Cardinals 

2*1 

Carolina Panthers 

33 

New Orleans Saints 


THE ULTIMATE OPTIMISM 



What a difference 
LeBron makes! 
The Cavs made the 
biggest leap of anyone 
in our standings— a 
67-place increase, 
from 101st to 3*lth. 
Their players score 
went up an astounding 
92 places, and their 
optimism for a title 
jumped as well 
[up 58 spots in 
title track]. 
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35 Houston Rockets 


36 

New Orleans Pelicans 

37 

Minnesota Wild 

38 

Kansas City Chiefs 

39 

Los Angeles Kings 

40 

Utah Jazz 

41 

Washington Nationals 

42 

Los Angeles Clippers 

43 

St. Louis Blues 

44 

Arizona Coyotes 

45 

Tampa Bay Rays 

46 

Detroit Tigers 

47 

Minnesota Twins 

48 

Florida Panthers 

49 

Buffalo Bills 

50 

Houston Texans 

51 

Colorado Avalanche 

52 

Texas Rangers 



THE ULTIMATE CHEAP EATS 




Among all the major league stadiums and arenas in 
North America, only one concession stand will sell you a 
hot dog and soda at a regular price of a buck apiece: 
the High 5 Grille in the right-field upper deck at the Reds' 
Great American Ball Park. Cincinnati: where every night is 
Dollar Dog night! [Miami's AmericanAirlines Arena, not so 
much— a dog there'll cost you a pro-sports-high $7.] 


54 

55 

56 

57 

58 

59 

60 

61 

MONTREAL 

WASHINGTON 

CALGARY 

BOSTON 

OTTAWA 

LOS ANGELES 

ATLANTA 

CLEVELAND 

CANADIENS 

CAPITALS 

FLAMES 

CELTICS 

SENATORS 

DODGERS 

FALCONS 

INDIANS 



THE ULTIMATE BARGAIN BASEMENT 



BUFFALO SABRES 


Looking for cheap Friday night entertainment? The 
Sabres [at $49.72 for an average ticket, almost $13 
below the NHL average] are your best bet. But if you're 
looking for good hockey ... maybe not. Last season 
Buffalo recorded an NHL-low 23 wins [which was, 
sadly, two wins better than its record the year before]. 


CHEAP...BUT BAD 


In Buffalo, come for the bargain, stay for ... well, not much. 

122 



AFFORDABILITY 
RANK: 16 


TITLE TRACK 
RANK: 81 


63 

Washington Wizards 

82 

Atlanta Braves 

64 

Jacksonville Jaguars 

83 

Charlotte Hornets 

65 

Milwaukee Bucks 

84 

Detroit Pistons 

66 

Chicago Bulls 

85 

Chicago White Sox 

67 

Dallas Cowboys 

86 

Minnesota Vikings 

68 

Houston Astros 

87 

Cincinnati Bengals 

69 

Winnipeg Jets 

88 

San Jose Sharks 

70 

Orlando Magic 

89 

Detroit Lions 

71 

Portland Trail Blazers 

90 

New York Yankees 

72 

Milwaukee Brewers 

91 

Tampa Bay Buccaneers 

73 

New York Islanders 

92 

Miami Dolphins 

74 

New Jersey Devils 

93 

Boston Bruins 

75 

New York Rangers 

94 

Toronto Raptors 

76 

New York Giants 

95 

Oakland Athletics 

77 

Chicago Cubs 

96 

Sacramento Kings 

78 

Carolina Hurricanes 

97 

Minnesota Timberwolves 

79 

Philadelphia Eagles 

98 

Philadelphia 76ers 

80 

San Diego Padres 

99 

Toronto Blue Jays 

81 

Philadelphia Flyers 

100 

Boston Red Sox 
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VODKA 
WITH 
OVER 80 
YEARS OF 
SECRETS. 
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101 

Los Angeles Lakers 

102 

New York Mets 

103 

San Francisco 49ers 

104 

Seattle Mariners 


THE ULTIMATE 

TENEMENT 

105 

OAKLAND 

RAIDERS 

When fans were asked to 
assess whether their team 
plays in a "great stadium/' 
poor O.co Coliseum managed 
to finish last and second to 
last, with A's fans slightly 
harder on their home field than 
the Raiders' faithful. [And A's 
fans at least got to take home 
a Sonny Gray solar-powered 
gnome and argyle socks!] Just 
goes to show, a Rally Possum 
is never worth the win. 


Only two teams have fallen in our rankings every year since 2010: the Carolina Hurricanes 
[from 21 to 78] and the Phillies, who have fallen— wait for it— 101 spots in six years. 

That takes some really, really ... really, really bad baseball. But don't be sad, Phanatic. 
You're finally finished with Ruben Amaro! It's all uphill from here, right? 


2010 
Rank: 17 


2011 

24 


HOW LOW CAN THEY GO? 


It's a long way down ... like, 
more than 100 spots. 


2013 


THE ULTIMATE LOSERS 


2012 


118 PHILADELPHIA 
PHILLIES 


2014 


2015 

118 


106 

Miami Marlins 

107 

Phoenix Suns 

108 

St. Louis Rams 

109 

Cleveland Browns 

110 

Colorado Rockies 

111 

Brooklyn Nets 

112 

Edmonton Oilers 

113 

Vancouver Canucks 

114 

Chicago Bears 

115 

San Diego Chargers 

116 

New York Jets 

117 

Tennessee Titans 


119 

DENVER 

NUBGETS 

120 

WASHINGTON 

REDSKINS 


THE ULTIMATE RIP-OFF 


121 

NEVYORI 



Feel like spending almost 
$130 to see some seriously 
bad hoops? Do the Knicks 
ever have a deal for you! 
This second-to-last-ranked 
franchise has the worst 
combo of failure and high 
prices in the pros. So when 
you want to drown your 
sorrows over their latest 
loss, you'll have to do it 
with $10.50 brews. 


NBA TICKET PRICES 


The average Knicks tix cost almost 
$100 more than Pelicans tix. 


r 


1 

i 

*129.38 
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THE ULTIMATE DOWNERS 


TORDNTO MAPLE LEAFS 

The Maple Leafs are worst in ... well, almost everything. [Seriously! 
Last in the NHL in 20 of 25 categories.] Particularly terrible were 
their scores in the players and affordability categories— their 
$113 average ticket price is almost double the NHL's average. 


Additional reporting by Lily Liu; financial analysis by Paul Swangard and the Warsaw Sports Marketing Center of the University of Oregon; fan surveys by Maddock Douglas and NetReflector 

The method to our madness It takes four steps for us to rank all 122 franchises in North America. First: Consulting firm Maddock Douglas surveyed 1,014 fans to form 25 criteria for the things most desired in 
return for the emotion, money and time they invest. Second: Teaming with NetReflector, an opinion research firm, ESPN.com asked fans to rate their home teams in each area; more than 100,000 of you did! We 
grouped grades into seven categories. Third: Our final measure, bang for the buck, uses calculations developed with Oregon's Warsaw Sports Marketing Center to figure how well teams turn fans' money into wins. 
Finally: We combined each team's scores across all categories into a weighted average. The result? Rankings that combine fan opinions and how well teams turn your dollars into wins. Ultimately, it all counts. 
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RAIDER NATION IS 
GETTING A NEW STADIUM 
THE ONLY QUESTION 
IS WHERE. 


THE OWNERS ISSUE 
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MOST DAYS START the same— behind the wheel of a white 1997 
Dodge Caravan SE outfitted with a bubble-top Mark III conversion 
kit, a VHS player mounted to the roof inside and a r8hers 
personalized plate. Mark Davis pilots this machine from his 
East Bay home to the nearest P.F. Chang’s, where he sits at the left 
end of the bar, same spot every time, puts his white fanny pack on 
the counter, orders an iced tea and unfolds the day’s newspapers. 
Beside him on the bar, next to the papers, is his 2003 Nokia 
push-button phone with full texting capability. When someone 
calls and asks him where he is, he says, “I’m in my office,” and sends 
a knowing nod to the bartenders. It gets ’em every time. 


He’s got this laugh, Davis does. It sprints 
out of the blocks and carries a mildly 
diabolical tone, like someone trying— and 
failing— to get the part of a cartoon villain. 
He’s been the principal owner of the 
Raiders since his father, Al, died in October 
2011, and nearly four years into his tenure, 
he sometimes acts as if the reality eludes 
him. On a recent late-summer evening, as 
we approach Morimoto, his regular 
training camp dinner haunt in Napa, a 
doorman sweeps his hand and says, 
“Welcome, Mr. Davis,” as if inviting in the 
queen of England. Still, Davis proceeds to 
the hostess stand and says, “Davis, party of 
two, 7:15.” She looks at him obligingly as 
he says, “I always use OpenTable.” 

Most days, like this one, he wears the 
same outfit, a white long-sleeve Raiders 
T-shirt and light gray jeans. The clothing 
is not an affectation; it’s just one more 
element of a pretension-free existence. 
When his father was alive, Mark was not 
allowed to fly on the team charter. It was 
a chain-of-succession, president-and- 
vice-president deal (with a healthy side of 
superstition), so Mark flew Southwest, 
bought three seats, boarded first, pulled 
two reserved placards from his bag, 
slipped them into the tray tables and lay 


down. “What could they do?” Davis asks. 

“I paid for ’em.” 

Here comes that laugh again, carrying 
with it a measure of disbelief. He’s worth 
an estimated $500 million, but when he 
visits his home in Palm Desert, he drives 
a $12-a-day rental car to save the $50 cab 
ride to and from the airport. Until nine 
months ago, when back surgery prompted 
a regimen of exercise and healthy eating, 
he spent Tuesday nights with Oakland 
fullback Marcel Reece and ex- Raider 
George Atkinson at Hooters for $12.99 
all-you-can-eat- wings night. “They never 
charge us,” Davis says, “but it just feels 
better to say you’re getting all you can 
eat for $12.” 

That laugh again. 

Does he ever look around, soaking in 
the magnitude of everything it takes to 
run an NFL franchise, and ask himself, 
“How did this happen?” 

His look suggests he does not. 

“I know exactly how I got here,” he says. 
“I’ve been a Raider all my life.” 

A COUPLE OF months past his 60th birthday, 
Davis is the most dangerous man: easy to 
underestimate. An only child and a lifelong 
bachelor, he doesn’t act the part of the 
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Davis and the Raiders may have a 
sparkling new practice facility, but 
they're still $400 million short of a 
proposed $900 million stadium. 


bespoke-suit patrician— twirling rings and swirling Johnnie Walker 
Blue— and he certainly doesn’t look it. For one thing, he quit 
drinking 15 years ago when he realized it was time to prepare 
himself to run the team. “I’ll go back to drinking if we win the Super 
Bowl or I get married,” he says. He cocks his head to the side. “The 
first one will be because I’ll want to, the second because I’ll have to.” 

Imagine the guy down the street inheriting his favorite team. 
He’d probably hang out with the players after work, watch 
practice from the sideline and wear team gear 24/7. That, pretty 
much, is what we’ve got here. 

“Mark has a good heart, and he’s smarter than people might 
give him credit for,” says a source who requested anonymity to 
protect business relationships. “But imagine if you were 56 or 
57 years old and never had a job. And then you wake up one 
morning and you’re running a billion-dollar company.” 

Although it’s true Davis never had a defined role in the 
organization before becoming owner— “I never worked 9 to 5,” he 
says— he was involved on the retail end, helping to develop the 
club’s Raider Image stores. In fact, in 1986, after a stint working 
in the equipment room, he invented the now-ubiquitous muff- 
style hand warmer for players. Real Men Wear the Muff was the 
slogan, and Davis explains the economic windfall by saying, “I 
spent a lot of money on it.” In those days, he lived off an allow- 
ance. “An unlimited allowance,” says former Raiders receiver and 
close friend Cliff Branch, “but he never really spent very much.” 

“If you’re in the NFL, you probably don’t have much in 
common with the owner,” says Raiders president Marc Badain. 
“But if you play for Mark, he just wants to hang out with you.” 

All owners care. They care about winning and perception and 
how both affect the bottom line. But Davis cares about the Raiders 
in ways that are complicated and unresolved, tightly braided in a 
knot of family and loss and self-worth. Football has always been 
the family business. There’s nothing else to fall back on, no oil wells 
or hardware stores or software companies. “Perpetuating the legacy 
of the Raiders,” he says. “That’s my only real job.” 

The only way for Davis to uphold that legacy— his father’s legacy 
and the legacy of three Super Bowl titles— is to win. And the 
quickest way to win, Davis believes, is to get his team out of the 
O.co Coliseum and into a stadium— in Oakland or Los Angeles— 
that can turn the revenue stream from a faucet into a garden hose. 

To that end, the Raiders are partnering with the Chargers to 
be joint tenants in a privately financed stadium spearheaded 
by ex-49 ers president Carmen Policy in Carson, 18 miles and 
(roughly) an 18-hour car ride from downtown LA. (In a classic 
LA noir twist, the Rams are also in the mix with a stadium plan 
for nearby Inglewood.) Davis insists— repeatedly and forcefully— 
that his first choice is to stay in Oakland, even though his team’s 


business history with the city makes it the 
third rail of local politics. 

“There’s definitely urgency,” says 
Claudia Cappio, an Oakland assistant city 
administrator and stadium specialist. 

“The Raiders have been real clear: This is 
happening now.” 

We know this much: Los Angeles is 
getting the NFL. But is this man getting 
Los Angeles? 

Because right now, despite his team’s 
12-year playoff drought, despite its 18-44 
record (through Week 2) since A1 died 
and despite whatever personal quirks he 
might exhibit, Mark Davis possesses an 
abundance of that most American of 
virtues: leverage. The league’s last great 
land grab, its long-awaited push to extract 
everything it can from LA— that extor- 
tionist’s delight, that shimmering city of 
near-mythic revenue streams— could end 
with Davis making the 31st-most valuable 
franchise one of the most lucrative. 

NEGOTIATORS SHOULD KNOW they’re 
dealing with someone who welcomes their 
underestimation, a man whose manage- 
ment style can be charmingly cryptic. 

“I know what I don’t know,” he says, “so 
I hire people who are smarter than me.” 
Unlike his father— “absolutely an overlord, 
and a genius,” Davis says— he has no 
interest in diagramming X’s and O’s. He 
did, however, tell first-year coach Jack 
Del Rio that he expects answers. “He’s 
going to talk to someone,” Del Rio says. 

“I figure it might as well be me.” Former 
Raiders marvel at Mark’s savantlike ability 
to predict a play’s success based on a 
pre-snap survey of the field. “Osmosis,” 
Davis says. “Been around it for 55 years.” 

After the Raiders’ third preseason 
game, a 30-23 loss to the Cardinals in 
Oakland, Davis went to dinner with a 
group that included his mother, Carol, 
and general manager Reggie McKenzie. 
With no explanation, Davis ripped the top 
corners off a piece of paper and handed 
them to McKenzie. 

“This is what I need you to get me,” 
Davis said. 

McKenzie, flummoxed, turned the tiny 


triangles over in his hands. 

Seeing nothing, McKenzie gave up. 
“What is this?” he asked. 

“Two corners,” Davis said. “I need you 
to get me two corners.” 

IN THE SUMMER of 1980, as Branch was 
nearing the end of his 14-year career as 
one of the game’s best wide receivers, he 
approached the 25-year-old Mark Davis 
with a business proposition. 

“Why don’t you represent me?” Branch 
asked. 

“And go against my dad?” Mark said. 

“Yeah,” Branch said. 

Davis thought for a split second and 
said, “Let’s do it!” 

Those three words encapsulated 
everything A1 suspected. “You’re too close 
to the players to take over this team,” he 
told Mark. There was no free agency at the 
time, so as Mark entered the room to 
negotiate with his father, his options 
included accepting what the team offered 
or advising his father’s favorite player to 
sit out until he got the contract he wanted. 
Somehow, Mark and A1 eventually 
hammered out a deal that included an 
annuity that still pays Branch, who is 67. 

As soon as the deal was signed, A1 
kicked Mark out of the house. 

“Things were tense,” Mark says. “We 
didn’t talk much for the next year.” 

The Raiders went on to win the 
Super Bowl, and Branch’s play on the 
field (two touchdown catches) provided 
the salve that healed the wounds between 
father and son. The next year, when 
the Raiders uprooted from Oakland to 
Los Angeles and A1 was speaking to 
Mark again, he told his son, “You make 
sure you live with Cliff.” 

Branch and Davis found a place off 
Sunset in Los Angeles, and one day Mark 
got the idea that the place needed pets. 

He bought two potbellied pigs, one silver 
and one black, and jokingly referred to 
them as his children. 

He invited his parents over to meet the 
pigs. Carol Davis came in and played with 
them. A1 stayed in the car. 

“My dad was the greatest,” Mark says. 
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“I didn’t deserve to be treated the way 
I was, and I mean that in a good way. He 
was the greatest father anybody could 
have, but he focused 99 percent of his 
time on the football team.” 

The son faced a choice: He could turn 
away from the game or look for seams in 
the defense that would get him inside that 
99 percent. “Well, I did learn how to run 
one of those old projectors at a young 
age,” Davis says. 

Did Mark ever feel pressure to prove that 
he would be the team’s rightful caretaker? 

“I probably felt that somewhere,” he says. 

“I think you always have to feel that.” He’s 
circumspect, unwilling to reveal too much. 
But whatever happens over the next six 
months— if he gets a new stadium in 
Oakland or gets ownership approval to 
move to Los Angeles— he will have 
achieved the kind of franchise stability and 
financial security his father chased but 
never captured. The game might be rigged, 
but what if A1 could see his boy now? 

“All those years I was surprised that 
Mark was never more involved,” Branch 
says. “Look at Jerry Jones’ sons— he 
brought them along while he’s alive. 

But there’s only one A1 Davis. Mark 
wasn’t going to be like his dad. A1 
understood that.” 

A week after his father died, Mark had 
a torch installed at the Coliseum with one 
word— al— inscribed on the base. Before 
every home game, Davis picks someone to 
light the torch, and he has used the honor 
to forgive old sins. Marcus Allen, the 
former running back who famously 
feuded with Al, lit the torch early in the 
2012 season. Almost two months later, it 
was coach Jon Gruden, who was traded to 
Tampa Bay after leading the Raiders to a 
pair of division championships. 

“I know there were bad things between 
my dad and them,” Mark says. “I know it 


THEY PILOT SUBS! 

Dietrich Mateschitz loves 
the ocean. The MLS owner 
and co-founder of Red Bull 
pilots his custom-made 
DeepFlight Super Falcon 
submarine, which glides with 
movable wings through the 
depths like an airplane. In 
2011, Mateschitz, the owner 
of a private South Pacific 
island, told Bloomberg 
Business he was always 
attracted to the idea of his 
own independent state. OK, 
keep this guy away from 
sharks with trickin' laser 
beams on their heads. 



was probably blasphemous to some 
people that I did that, but I still believe 
that once a Raider, always a Raider. 
Nothing against my dad, but if the vision 
for this franchise is to move it into the 
future, changes had to be made.” 

In fact, Davis tried to change the past 
into the future by rehiring Gruden. “I’ve 
been meeting with Jon for three years,” 
Davis says. “It’s yes-no-yes-no. It was 
driving both of us crazy.” (Gruden, an 
ESPN analyst, declined to comment 
for this story.) Before hiring Del Rio, 
Davis also interviewed former Raiders 
coach Mike Shanahan, who famously 
feuded with Al Davis over $250,000 
he claimed the Raiders owed him after 
he was fired in 1989. 

There has always been a home- 
grown mythology built up around the 
Raiders. Al’s eternal flame— in all its 
necromancer’s glory— is the perfect 
symbol: the legend looming, the smoke 
hovering in mute judgment of all that 
transpires below. 

Mark seems to understand the danger 
in hanging on to a slavish devotion to a 
grand past that keeps Dopplering further 
from view. Still, for years the most 
sloganized team in sports persisted with 
its greatest hits: Just Win, Baby; Pride 
and Poise; Commitment to Excellence; 
Team of the Decades. Tradition threat- 
ened to veer toward fetish. 




THEY OWN ROCK HISTORY! 

When you're Jim Irsay, 
billionaire owner of the Colts, 
you don't just download 
songs from iTunes. You get 
the instruments used in the 
recording. Irsay's playlist — 
John Lennon, Jerry Garcia, 
Elvis Presley— can be gleaned 
from his collection of roughly 
200 guitars. Note to Jim: 

In December, Ringo Starr 
will auction Lennon's 1964 
Rickenbacker known as the 
"Beatle Backer" [estimated 
$800,000], which is even 
$50,000 cheaper than your 
bid for Garcia's ax in 2002. 



THEY BUY JETS, 

SIGHT UNSEEN! 

Mavericks owner Mark Cuban 
has been known to dabble in 
online shopping every now 
and then. And shipping is 
even easier when your 
purchase delivers itself. 
That's how things roll when 
you're Mark Cuban, who 
procured a $40 million jet 
on the Interwebs. At the 
time, Cuban's 1999 online 
purchase was a Guinness 
world record. A+++++++ 
buyer! Fast payment! 

Great communication! 
-M0RTYAIN 



Since his father died, Mark has used the slogan most associated 
with Al— Just Win, Baby— only twice, both in full-page newspa- 
per ads: for the Golden State Warriors before the NBA Finals, 
and for the U.S. women’s national soccer team on the day of the 
World Cup final. 

“There are times when I feel it fits,” he says. “One was a local 
team, the other was a national team and women. Both were 
important to us.” 

Perpetuating the legacy, it turns out, sometimes means 
protecting it from itself. 

SO, ABOUT THE HAIR. 

It’s a bowl cut, yes, in the Roman centurion mold, but it’s 
much, much more. The reddish-blond bangs, each strand the 
exact same length, the geometrically precise feathering over the 
ears— not so much a haircut as a feat of engineering. 

In perfect Davis family fashion, it’s a middle finger to conven- 
tion. Davis travels to Palm Desert to get it cut, just as he traveled 
to Chico from Oakland to visit a preferred barber long after he 
left college at Chico State. “I think he’s had three barbers since 
college,” Branch says. “If he likes something, he stays loyal.” 

He’s aware of the public fascination with his hair. Damn 
straight he is. When news stories relating to the team are emailed 
to him, Davis, Badain says, has been known to respond by 
writing, “The comments on this one are all about my hair.” 

Has anyone ever suggested an alternative? 

“Every day,” Branch says. “Every day. That’s the No. 1 topic.” 

And Davis’ response? 

“He ain’t changing it,” Branch says. “When people say something, 
he just laughs. The more they tell him, the more he’s going to keep 
it. If they back off and don’t say anything, he might change it.” 

AT THE NFL owners meetings in San Francisco in May, Davis 
walked up to a group of Raiders fans standing outside the hotel 
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am Just one more way a Regions checking account pays off. ■ 


How would you like a $50 Visa® Reward Card just for helping a friend discover how a Regions checking account 
makes it easy to spend smarter, manage debt and even save up for a next step in life? And did we mention that 
your friend also gets a $50 Visa Reward Card 1 when they open a new account and start taking advantage of 
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“HE WAS THE GREATEST FATHER 
AN YBODY GOULD HAVE. BUT 
HE FOGUSEB 99 PERGEHT OF 
HIS TIME OH THE TEAM.” 

MARK DAVIS ON AL [NEAR LEFT, WITH JOHN MADDEN) 



chanting “Stay in Oak-land.” He stopped, shook hands, signed 
autographs and listened until he felt compelled to raise his hand 
in a gesture that seemed to express solidarity. “We’re trying,” he 
said. “We’re trying.” 

A sad-looking guy with his face painted silver and black and 
wearing a No. 26 jersey, a dreadlock wig and a Raiders hard hat 
pleaded with Davis through the crowd. 

“Mark, just know that we support you. That’s why we’re here.” 

“I know that,” Davis said. “Believe me, I know that. We’re 
trying. I mean, what can we do?” 

The question is meant to be rhetorical, but all of a sudden here 
is this young man with the painted face and the hard hat, his 
voice stiffening, providing an answer: 

“Hire someone to help you here in Oakland,” he said. “Hiring 
Carmen Policy is dividing our fan base.” 

“Hey, listen,” Davis said, “I’m not trying to divide any fan base. 
Every time I talk to anybody, I’m trying to stay in Oakland. That’s 
my No. 1 choice.” 

“You find money for land out there, find money for land 
here too.” 

Davis looked up briefly, as if surprised at the persistence. 
Suddenly uncomfortable, as if the immensity and reality of the 
situation had just landed, he thanked the crowd and walked away. 

There’s no way around it: He’s going to make people unhappy. 
He’s not accustomed to that, nor does he welcome it. 

He speaks of a blessedly weird moment from last year’s 3-13 
season, a particularly desultory campaign even by 3-13 standards. 
It was one of those crass Thursday night specials that promises 
more than it can deliver. It was pouring down rain. The Chiefs, 
7-3, were the opponent. The Raiders were 0-10, seven weeks 
removed from firing an overwhelmed, eternally grimacing head 
coach (Dennis Allen) and replacing him with a blustery, border- 
line desperate guy (Tony Sparano) who buried a football— as 
if he were some JV assistant drawing inspiration from the 
Bill Belichick poster on his wall— as his first act. 

They sold the damned place out. 

“And we won!” Davis says. “Where else can you get that?” 

The question dangles in the air. The prospect of selling out any 
Los Angeles-area stadium for an 0-10 team on a rainy Thursday 
the week before Thanksgiving is about as likely as the Black Hole 
being sponsored by an Amish farm. 

But in Los Angeles there’s money, so much local money that goes 


directly into the team’s pockets. So much 
money that can be turned into signing 
bonuses for big-name free agents. There’s 
also the prospect of a Super Bowl-worthy 
stadium without a dirt infield. But please 
take one last moment for Oakland, where 
a 3-13 team in the last year of its lease sold 
40,000 season tickets. 

“I learned in Los Angeles the first time 
that Just Win doesn’t work if you’re not 
winning,” Davis says. “We had games 
where we had 93,000 people and the 
next week 37,000.” 

In St. Louis, the Rams are being 
offered $400 million in public funds. In 
San Diego, the enticement is $350 million. 
Oakland, following the advice of practi- 
cally every living economist, is offering 
precisely zero public funds. 

The situation is “very emotional for 
me,” Davis says. “I tell people, ‘Find me 
one time where I said I didn’t want to be 
in Oakland.’ They can’t. We’re not playing 
games. We’ve got $500 million to invest 
on that site to build a stadium. We’re 
here. You’ve got us. Help!” 

The $500 million— $300 million from 
the Raiders, $200 million as part of the 
NFL’s G-4 loan program— leaves a 
$400 million shortfall for a proposed 
$900 million stadium. For Oakland, the 
project has a certain Rube Goldberg feel. 
It needs to build a football stadium and 
a baseball stadium on 120 acres while 
retaining the parking that the Raiders 
demand. It needs to partner with a 
developer (the last one, Floyd Kephart, 
failed) to provide the retail and residen- 
tial development to justify the private 
investment. “There’s nothing more the 
Raiders can do based on the numbers,” 
Davis says. “We need a partner. It would 


be suicide for us to do it by ourselves.” 

But the source who requested anonym- 
ity says, “No one has called the Raiders 
out because Davis is saying all the right 
things. But they’re pouring a ton of 
money into the Carson project. In 
Oakland, they’re just saying, ‘Deliver me 
the project.’ It’s a classic case of put your 
money where your mouth is.” 

Davis disagrees. “I’m not doing this to 
put money in my pockets,” he says. 

This seems laughable, of course; it’s 
practically government-mandated that 
NFL owners exist to put money in their 
own pockets. Davis, though, is making 
this statement while talking on a 12-year- 
old phone, driving a $12-a-day rental 
car and wearing a Raiders T-shirt. Give 
him this: He can make the impossible 
sound conceivable. 

THIS SEASON FIGURES to be one of those 
drawn-out, syrupy elegies to a team and 
its city. There will be odes to the boys in 
the stands wearing full pads and shoulder 
spikes. There will be teary pleas at city 
council meetings and cranky letters to the 
editor and sober economists speaking in 
practicalities. Davis will be shown on TV 
in his owner’s suite, wearing his game-day 
white cap, worn neither symbolically 
nor metaphorically. No matter who the 
Raiders’ opponent is, Oakland vs. 

Los Angeles III will be the story. 

For now, though, Davis chooses 
optimism. The team has a new 
18,500-square-foot practice facility 
estimated at $30 million. Despite the 
Raiders’ business-as-usual 1-1 start, Davis 
believes Del Rio is a coach with some 
gravitas, a Football Guy who roams the 
practice field wearing a Panama hat and a 
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try-me look, someone whose eyes don’t do 
the hummingbird shuffle when he’s asked 
about a lineman’s tweaked ankle. 

On the ride back from Morimoto, I ask 
Davis about his van. 

“How do you know about my van?” he 
asks. The tone takes me aback. To be 
honest, it’s slightly accusatory. 

This is 2015. It’s on the Internet. 

“What?” He’s genuinely incredulous. “My 
van’s on the Internet?” 

We’re riding in the back seat of a black 
Suburban driven by a walking muscle 
named Ava. Butch, from Raiders security, 
is in the passenger seat. They’re clearly all 
buddies, and right now they’re laughing as 
I hand Mark the proof: a photo of the van 
with a blog post from Barstool Sports. 

Mark begins to read out loud: 

I was driving through Walnut Creek , 

CA a few days ago when I spotted the 
unmistakable bowl haircut. Your boy 
Mark Davis leaving PF Changs after his 
daily visit for lunch. He pays the valet 
attendant and hops in this wagon. 

Can this guy get any better? 

—Joe 

The answer is no, a resounding no, it 
can not get any better than this. Mark 
Davis is the people’s owner. Flies 
Southwest, hangs out at Strip Clubs”— 
here Davis delivers a skeptical look, as if 
to refute this claim — business lunches at 
Hooters, and now this, a license plate on 
his Dodge Caravan that says R8HERS. 

He is my favorite owner in Sports and it’s 
not even close. Now if only he could 
actually put together a football team, then 
we’d be cooking with Gas. Pile in the 
Caravan boys and girls, next stop 5-11.” 

As Davis reads, the shoulders of the 
guys in front bounce in rhythm. Davis is 
laughing too. He starts, stops, restarts. 
He’s laughing about the van and the bowl 
cut and a little less about that 5-11 
business. The Suburban rolls to a stop in 
front of the hotel, and Davis is wiping 
away tears of laughter as he gets out. He 
turns to Ava and Butch and says, “My 
van’s on the f— ing Internet.” Then he just 
stands there, holding his hands out to his 
sides, as if to say, What a crazy world. □ 


What's black and white and red all over? Our mixed 
bouquet of owners! (Continued from page 50) 



1 Drew Carey 
MLS, Sounders 

2 Wayne Huizenga 
NFL, Dolphins 

3 Gene Simmons 
AFL, Kiss 

*1 Alex Spanos 
NFL, Chargers 

5 Magic Johnson 
MLB, Dodgers 

6 Jimmy Haslam 
NFL, Browns 

7 Mark Cuban 

NBA, Mavericks 

8 Andrew Barroway 
NHL, Coyotes 

9 Larry Tanenbaum 
NHL, Maple Leafs 

10 Craig Leipold 
NHL, Wild 

11 Bob Castellini 

MLB, Reds 

12 Henry Samueli 
NHL, Ducks 

13 Ted Lerner 
MLB, Nationals 

14 Lewis Wolff 
MLB, Athletics 

15 Robert Nutting 
MLB, Pirates 

16 Mike Brown 
NFL, Bengals 

17 Jerry Richardson 
NFL, Panthers 

18 Sara Blakely 
NBA, Hawks 

19 Mikhail Prokhorov 
NBA, Nets 

20 TonyRessler 
NBA, Hawks 


21 Justin Timberlake 

NBA, Grizzlies 

22 Terry Pegula 
NFL, Bills; 

NHL, Sabres 

23 Dan Rooney 
NFL, Steelers 

2*1 Joel Glazer 

NFL, Buccaneers 

25 Peter Karmanos 
NHL, Hurricanes 

26 Francesco Aquilini 
NHL, Canucks 

27 Philip Anschutz 
NHL, Kings; 

MLS, Galaxy; 

MLS, Dynamo 

28 Hal Steinbrenner 

MLB, Yankees; 
MLS, NYCFC 

29 Peter Holt 
NBA, Spurs 

30 Micky Arison 
NBA, Heat 

31 Marc Lasry 
NBA, Bucks 

32 Arthur Blank 
NFL, Falcons 

33 Mario Lemieux 
NHL, Penguins 

3*1 Herbert Simon 

NBA, Pacers 

35 Stephen Bisciotti 
NFL, Ravens 

36 Bob McNair 
NFL, Texans 

37 Stuart Sternberg 

MLB, Rays 

38 Arte Moreno 
MLB, Angels 


39 Bill Maher 
MLB, Mets 
*10 Marc Anthony 
NFL, Dolphins 
*11 ZygiWilf 
NFL, Vikings 
*12 Woody Johnson 
NFL, Jets 
*13 Mark Davis 
NFL, Raiders 
*1*1 Gail Miller 
NBA, Jazz 
*15 Daniel Snyder 
NFL, Redskins 
*16 Oscar De La Hoya 
MLS, Dynamo 
*17 Glen Taylor 

NBA, Timberwolves 
*18 Jim Pohlad 

MLB, Twins 
*19 Wes Edens 

NBA, Bucks 

50 Mike Hitch 
NHL, RedWings; 

MLB, Tigers 

51 Will Smith 
NBA, 76ers 

52 Tom Benson 
NFL, Saints; 

NBA, Pelicans 

53 Grant Hill 
NBA, Hawks 

5*1 Ted Leonsis 
NHL, Capitals; 

NBA, Wizards 

55 William DeWitt Jr. 

MLB, Cardinals 

56 Serena Williams 
NFL, Dolphins 


57 Usher 

NBA, Cavaliers 

58 Erick Thohir 
MLS, DC United 

59 Robert Pera 
NBA, Grizzlies 

60 Geoff Molson 
NHL, Canadiens 

61 Jerry Jones 
NFL, Cowboys 

62 Virginia McCaskey 
NFL, Bears 

63 Shahid Khan 
NFL, Jaguars 

6*1 Jeremy Jacobs 
NHL, Bruins 

65 Jeanie Buss 
NBA, Lakers 

66 Michael Jordan 

NBA, Hornets 

67 Jim Crane 

MLB, Astros 

68 NickLachey 
MiLB, Rainiers 

69 Pat Bowlen 
NFL, Broncos 

70 Robert Kraft 
NFL, Patriots 

71 Clark Hunt 
NFL, Chiefs 

72 Charles Wang 
NHL, Islanders 

73 Jennifer Lopez 
NFL, Dolphins 

7*1 John Mara 
NFL, Giants 

75 Stephen Ross 
NFL, Dolphins 

76 Eugene Melnyk 
NHL, Senators 


77 Paul Allen 
NFL, Seahawks; 

NBA, Trail Blazers; 
MLS, Sounders 

78 Venus Williams 
NFL, Dolphins 

79 Tom Ricketts 

MLB, Cubs 

80 Josh Harris 
NBA, 76ers; 

NHL, Devils 

81 John McConnell 
NHL, Blue Jackets 

82 Nelly 

NBA, Hornets 

83 Gloria Estefan 
NFL, Dolphins 

8*1 David Montgomery 

MLB, Phillies 

85 Dan Gilbert 
NBA, Cavaliers 

86 Robert Sarver 

NBA, Suns 

87 Jerry Reinsdorf 

MLB, White Sox; 

NBA, Bulls 

88 David Glass 

MLB, Royals 

89 LeBron James 
EPL, Liverpool 

90 Ron Burkle 
NHL, Penguins 

91 James Dolan 
NBA, Knicks; 

NHL, Rangers 

92 Leslie Alexander 

NBA, Rockets 

93 FredWilpon 

MLB, Mets 
9*1 Jim Buss 

NBA, Lakers 

95 Steve Ballmer 
NBA, Clippers 

96 Tom Gores 
NBA, Pistons 

97 Vivek Ranadive 
NBA, Kings 

98 Jada Pinkett Smith 
NBA, 76ers 

99 Wilber Pan 

NBA, Nets 

100 Tom Stillman 
NHL, Blues 

101 Jim Irsay 
NFL, Colts 

102 Bill Murray 
MiLB, RiverDogs, 
Renegades, Saints 

103 Charlie Monfort 

MLB, Rockies 
10*1 Joe Lacob 

NBA, Warriors 

105 Stan Kroenke 
NFL, Rams 

106 Jeffrey Loria 

MLB, Marlins 

107 Tom Gaglardi 
NHL, Stars 

108 Joe Roth 
MLS, Sounders 

109 Mark Attanasio 
MLB, Brewers 

110 Bill Bidwill 
NFL, Cardinals 

111 Shaquille O'Neal 

NBA, Kings 

112 John Henry 

MLB, Red Sox 

113 Peter Guber 
NBA, Warriors 

11*1 Jimmy Buffett 
NFL, Dolphins 
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The Power of Sight Serena Williams' grand slam quest 
was never just about making history but about 
making women of color visible. In that, she is champion. 


week after Flavia Pennetta engineered the Great Mic Drop of 2015 
by winning a U.S. Open title that had been prematurely promised 
to Serena Williams, actress Viola Davis underscored the significance 
of what has been the Year of Serena, hoisting an Emmy for her role in the ABC series 
How to Get Away With Murder. 

The Emmys were first presented in 1949, the year Jackie Robinson won the National 
League MVP. Nearly seven decades later, after years of African-Americans enduring 
insulting phrases such as “I don’t see color,” Davis finally became the first black woman to 
win an Emmy for best actress in a drama. Williams failed to reach the U.S. Open final, of 
course, losing in a seismic semifinal upset to Roberta Vinci, but Davis, in her historic 
moment, echoed the themes and grievances that the highly decorated Williams symbol- 
ized for women— and especially women of color— all summer. “In my mind,” Davis said, 
quoting Harriet Tubman in her acceptance speech, “I see a line. And over that line I see 
green fields and lovely flowers and beautiful white women with their arms stretched out to 
me over that line. But I can’t seem to get there nohow. I can’t seem to get over that line. ... 
The only thing that separates women of color from anyone else is opportunity.” 

The vitriol and passive aggressiveness directed at Williams for much of the year— 
whether on social media, from the Wimbledon crowd or even from some peers (American 
Jamie Hampton looked small when she tweeted out “ttforza ttitaliansonly” after Vinci 
beat Williams to set up an all-Italian final)— was often explained as a mere byproduct of 
the familiar favorite-underdog narrative, or of Williams’ personality. Neither explanation 
felt honest, not at those decibel levels, especially at Wimbledon, when Williams’ physique 
was critiqued so crudely that author J.K. Rowling took to social media in her defense. 

Davis’ rare victory might seem unrelated to Williams, who has won virtually every 
title her sport offers. The connection lies beneath the surface. Williams is no underdog, 
but so many of her most devoted followers certainly are. For them, her tennis is not 
about sport but about her existing as a counter to nonexistence, to the 67 years of 
invisibility Davis’ victory highlighted, to the invisibility that the visible— those who look 
the part and get the opportunities— often have the luxury of ignoring or dismissing. 
Serena exemplifies the black excellence that, as Davis pointed out, rarely receives an 



audition. African-American women channel through her. 

Williams was not only fighting Garbine Muguruza in the 
Wimbledon final and Maria Sharapova in the Australian Open 
final. She was also fighting for a feeling on the part of many of her 
supporters— the feeling that her victories, her presence, help stem 
the daily erasing, the smothering reality that black women really 
don’t matter, cannot win, do not count in American culture. “You 
cannot win an Emmy for roles that are simply not there,” Davis 
said. She could have been speaking of black female sports writers, 
whose voices were virtually nonexistent this summer, even 
though the season belonged to a black woman champion. 

Serena always, and with particular urgency this year, represents 
actually counting, such a small yet critical thing. 

The conversation of race in the United States has never been so 
much between black and white as between white and white, for 
the black demand of full citizenship has remained unchanged. 

For African-Americans, Charleston and Sandra Bland connect to 
Serena Williams’ being ridiculed for her muscular frame, and to 
her making less endorsement money than Sharapova. They 
connect to Harvard-educated James Blake’s being rousted in 
front of the Grand Hyatt by an undercover cop, and to a 67-year 
wait for a black woman to win a trophy for a TV drama. 

Always convinced of their objectivity, too many white 
Americans denied the existence of the connective tissue, angry 
at the black response and uninterested in exploring its causes. 
They miss the significance of Serena. For her fans, often the 
unchosen, Serena’s quest was deeply rooted in these themes of 
invisibility, of yearning to be attractive without ridicule, of the 
fight just to be seen. She ultimately did not lift the trophy, but 
across the country, in another industry, Davis did it for her. 
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